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How to Make the Best Use 
of This Teaching Guide

Leading a class in studying the Bible is a sacred trust. This Teaching Guide 
has been prepared to help you as you give your best to this important task. 

In each lesson, you will find first “Bible Comments” for teachers, to 
aid you in your study and preparation. The three sections of “Bible Com-
ments” are “Understanding the Context,” “Interpreting the Scriptures,” and 
“Focusing on the Meaning.” “Understanding the Context” provides a sum-
mary overview of the entire background passage that also sets the passage 
in the context of the Bible book being studied. “Interpreting the Scriptures” 
provides verse-by-verse comments on the focal passage. “Focusing on the 
Meaning” offers help with the meaning and application of the focal text.

The second main part of each lesson is “Teaching Plans.” You’ll find two 
complete teaching plans in this section. The first is called the “Discovery 
Plan,” which emphasizes discovery learning techniques; and the second is 
called the “Discussion Plan,” which provides questions and suggestions for 
dialogue about the Scriptures. Choose the plan that best fits your class and 
your style of teaching. You may also use and adapt ideas from both. Each 
plan is intended to be practical, helpful, and immediately useful as you pre-
pare to teach. 

The major headings in each teaching plan are intended to help you 
sequence how you teach to follow the flow of how people tend to learn. 
The first major heading, “Connect With Life,” provides ideas that will help 
you begin the class session where your class is and draw your class into the 
study. The second major heading, “Guide Bible Study,” offers suggestions 
for helping your class engage the Scriptures actively and develop a greater 
understanding of this portion of the Bible’s message. The third major head-
ing, “Encourage Application,” is meant to help participants focus on how to 
respond with their lives to this message. 
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As you begin the study with your class, be sure to find a way to help your 
class know the date on which each lesson will be studied. You might use one 
or more of the following methods: 

• In the first session of the study, brief ly overview the study by 
identifying for your class the date on which each lesson will be studied. 
Lead your class to write the date in the table of contents in their Study 
Guides and on the first page of each lesson. 

• Make and post a chart that indicates the date on which each lesson 
will be studied.

• If all of your class has e-mail, send them an e-mail with the dates the 
lessons will be studied. 

• Provide a bookmark with the lesson dates. You may want to include 
information about your church and then use the bookmark as an 
outreach tool, too. A model for a bookmark can be downloaded from 
www.gc2press.org under the “Teacher Helps” tab.

• Develop a sticker with the lesson dates, and place it on the table of 
contents or on the back cover. 

Here are some steps you can take to help you prepare well to teach each 
lesson and save time in doing so:

1. Start early in the week before your class meets.

2. If your church’s adult Bible study teachers meet for lesson overview and 
preparation, plan to participate. If your church’s adult Bible study teach-
ers don’t have this planning time now, look for ways to begin. You, your 
fellow teachers, and your church will benefit from this mutual encour-
agement and preparation.

3. Overview the study in the Study Guide. Look at the table of contents and 
see where this lesson fits in the overall study. Then read or review the 
study introduction to the book that is being studied. 

4. Consider carefully the suggested Main Idea, Question to Explore, and 
Teaching Aim. These can help you discover the main thrust of this par-
ticular lesson.

5. Use your Bible to read and consider prayerfully the Scripture passages 
for the lesson. Using your Bible in your study and in the class session 
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can provide a positive model to class members to use their own Bibles 
and give more attention to Bible study themselves. (Each writer of the 
Bible comments in both the Teaching Guide and the Study Guide has 
chosen a favorite translation. You’re free to use the Bible translation you 
prefer and compare it with the translations chosen, of course.)

6. After reading all the Scripture passages in your Bible, then read the 
Bible comments in the Study Guide. The Bible comments are intended 
to be an aid to your study of the Bible. Read also the small articles—
”sidebars”—in each lesson. They are intended to provide additional, 
enrichment information and inspiration and to encourage thought and 
application. Try to answer for yourself the questions included in each 
lesson. They’re intended to encourage further thought and application, 
and you can also use them in the class session itself. Continue your Bible 
study with the aid of the Bible comments included in this Teaching Guide.

7. Review the “Teaching Plans” in this Teaching Guide. Consider how these 
suggestions would help you teach this Bible passage in your class to 
accomplish the teaching aim.

8. Consider prayerfully the needs of your class and think about how to 
teach so you can help your class learn best.

9. Develop and follow a lesson plan based on the suggestions in this 
Teaching Guide, with alterations as needed for your class.

10. Enjoy leading your class in discovering the meaning of the Scripture 
passages and in applying these passages to their lives.

Premium Commentary. Plan to get the additional Bible study com-
ments available online. Visit our website, call 1–866–249–1799, or e-mail 
gc2press@texasbaptists.org to order the Premium Commentary. It is available 
only in electronic format (PDF) from our website. The price of these com-
ments is $8 per person. A church or class that participates in our advance 
order program for free shipping can receive the Premium Commentary free. 
Call 1–866–249–1799 or see www.gc2press.org for information on partici-
pating in our free shipping program for the next study.
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Premium Teaching Plans. An additional teaching plan is also available in 
electronic format (PDF) by visiting our website or calling 1–866–249–1799. 
The price of these plans for an entire study is $8 per person. It is available 
only in electronic format (PDF) from our website. A church or class that 
participates in our advance order program for free shipping can receive the 
Premium Teaching Plans free. Call 1–866–249–1799 or see www.gc2press.org 
for information on participating in our free shipping program for the next 
study.

FREE! Downloadable teaching resource items for use in your class are avail-
able at www.gc2press.org. Watch for them in the “Teaching Plans” for each 
lesson. Then go online to www.gc2press.org and click on “Teaching Resource 
Items” under the “Teacher Helps” tab for this study. These items are selected 
from the “Teaching Plans.” They are provided online to make lesson prep-
aration easier for handouts and similar items. Permission is granted to 
download these teaching resource items, print them out, copy them as 
needed, and use them in your class.
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We’ve Changed Our Name!

BaptistWay Press has now become GC2 Press. The name change reflects 
the alignment with our state convention’s (BGCT) recently updated mission 
statement. GC2 is a movement of God’s people to share Christ and show 
love. Our driving passion is to follow the Lord’s call to fulfill the Great Com-
mission “to share Christ” and the Great Commandment “to show love.” The 
Great Commission and the Great Commandment form the two “GCs,” or 
GC2.

GC2 Press will continue to publish the undated CONNECT 360 quarterly 
Bible study curriculum. Connect 360 has gained a reputation for solid bibli-
cal teaching and will continue to be published as an undated quarterly study 
available in book form and/or digital downloads. Connect 360 is currently 
being distributed in 38 states and 16 countries and has been translated into 
seven different languages.

For more information, please go to our website at www.gc2press.org.



lesson 1

Focal Text

James 1:1-12
Background

Romans 5:1-5

Learning to Endure

MAIN IDEA

God will give Christians the strength 
to take difficult times and turn them 
into times when faith grows.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

Can God use me even though I have 
been through some tough times?

TEACHING AIM

To challenge adults to understand 
that trials increase their faith

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 



Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The book of James is a letter that most commentators affirm was written 
by James the Just, the younger brother of Jesus. James was the pastor of 
the Jerusalem church, and a notable leader of the early Christian Movement. 
James was martyred in A.D. 62, according to Josephus, so the book was writ-
ten prior to that date. Most likely the book was written between A.D. 45 and 
50, as surmised by its largely Jewish cultural perspective present in its con-
tent.

The book is considered by some to be the New Testament’s book of wis-
dom literature, paralleling the style and practical content of pithy, wise teach-
ings, which characterized Old Testament wisdom literature such as Proverbs 
and Ecclesiastes. Wisdom is the practical, ethical application of God’s truth 
and timeless principles. Others consider the book a compilation of short ser-
mons, which James packaged into a letter. It is probably both: it is wisdom 
literature in nature, which presents brief, sometimes step-by-step practical 
teachings that encourage the readers to live God’s values in practical ways in 
their relationships with others.

The message of this letter was likely written primarily to the Christians 
who had been dispersed from Jerusalem and scattered throughout the sur-
rounding regions of Asia-Minor after the stoning of Stephen, and the accom-
panying persecution of Christians (Acts 7:54—8:4). Many of those people 
who were scattered were mostly Jews who had become Christians. Many had 
likely been active in the Jerusalem church, so it is understandable that Pastor 
James would write a letter to them, to encourage them to remain faithful to 
God and to their faith in the midst of trials and tribulations.

Today this book still encourages us to live out our commitment to Christ, 
wisely and faithfully. When we encounter trials and testing of our faith, and 
we all do, James gives us good solid advice for how to endure, and benefit 
from, those trials. He calls us to live out the values of Christ in all our rela-
tionships, both inside and outside the church.

Lesson 1: Learning to Endure 13 
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Interpreting the Scriptures

The Testing of Our Faith (1:1-2)

1:1. Even though James was Jesus’ brother, he identified himself as a bond-
slave of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ. He served God (the God of Juda-
ism) and the Lord Jesus Christ (the same God), who is Messiah.

The “twelve tribes who are dispersed abroad” can be taken literally as 
Jews living abroad, or metaphorically as Christians who are the new people 
of God, whether Jews or Gentiles. These Christians were living in challenging 
circumstances in foreign, perhaps hostile, cultures.

1:2. The Greek word here “if” means “if, and you will” encounter various tri-
als. Face challenges and tests with joy since it’s a chance to discover God in 
new ways. Finding joy in the face of persecution reminds us of Jesus’ prom-
ised blessings in Matthew 5:10-12.

Life is full of tests, challenges, and trials. But what is tested and survives 
is improved. Just as when we were toddlers, we wobbled before we walked, 
so our faith will be challenged and tried, but will grow stronger through the 
process.

In the Greek, the verb “encounter” describes being faced with something 
unexpected. The phrase “various” is literally “multi-colored, or multi-facet-
ed.” Trials come in many shapes and forms, which test our abilities, faith, 
identity, skills, etc.

The word “trials” generally means things that put people to a test. Trials 
test us (1:2-12). When trials draw us away from God, then the verb form of 
the same Greek word means “to tempt” (1:13-15). Some things put your faith 
to the test, some stretch you, challenge you, discourage you, or tempt you to 
doubt God.

Sometimes our faith is probed by things outside us, like peer pressure, 
organizational policies, or persecution. Sometimes the trials come from in-
side, as our ego challenges our decisions to do God’s will, instead of doing our 
own selfish will.
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Trials come in many forms, but don’t forget that God’s grace and 
strength also come in many manifold ways (see 1 Peter 4:10…same Greek 
word multi-colored or multifaceted). With every trial, God’s grace comes with 
it (1 Corinthians 10:13). Greet your trials with joy, because that special kind 
of joy can work as an antidote to trials. James was echoing Jesus from Mat-
thew 5:10-12, Blessed are you when you are persecuted…for yours is the kingdom 
of Heaven…Blessed are you when men reproach you…for great will your reward be 
in Heaven. Trials prove you are in God’s kingdom.

The Purpose and Products of Tested Faith (1:3-4)

1:3. The purpose of our faith being tested is to produce greater endurance 
or perseverance. Faith is like a muscle; it gets stronger through repetitive 
use. The Greek word combines traits of both perseverance and endurance. 
Perseverance is the willpower to keep going, while endurance is the physical 
capability to do it; both are necessary to succeed.

The word endurance or perseverance is a word picture of a person carry-
ing a heavy load, working hard to keep going against the wind, uphill. Faith 
that has not been developed or exercised generally falters, whereas faith that 
has been proven through trusting God is ready to trust God again. Testing 
reveals to us and to others, that faith in God really does produce amazing 
results.

1:4. If your faith is to actually complete its work, you must not give up. In 
1:4, we see three byproducts that God-empowered endurance produces. En-
durance helps us: to be perfect (to reach our end goal, our full potential), to 
be complete (whole with nothing missing), and to be lacking nothing (leav-
ing nothing stranded behind). We are to let endurance do its whole work in 
us, so we can become more and more mature, and eventually reach our full 
potential.

In regard to the importance of faith being tested, each time we trust God, 
we discover that He is always faithful, which then leads us to love and trust 
Him even more. This is the major product of our faith being tested. The more 
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we love Him, the more we trust Him, and His faithfulness encourages us to 
love Him more.

There is no shortcut on the way to gaining perseverance and endurance 
except by carrying the load and continuing your journey toward completing 
the goal.

The Promise of Faith’s Testing (1:5-8)

1:5. We need wisdom in times of trial. Wisdom is the practical skill of see-
ing things through God’s eyes, doing things God’s way, and making our faith 
effective in life’s scenarios. The Greek “if” in verse 5 would read in English: 
“if, and you do.” Wisdom is always needed when we’re under duress or stress. 
Anytime we are dealing with things beyond our strength, knowledge, or con-
trol, we need God’s advice and assistance.

So, when you lack needed wisdom, ask God to give it to you, and He will! 
God wants you to act wisely, so He will provide direction. You need not beg, 
and God will not chide you for earlier decisions, nor badger you for explana-
tions. God wants you to live by His advice, so ask Him for wisdom on what to 
do, and how to do it, and He will graciously give it.

1:6. Effective prayer is asking God to do what He has promised to do, which 
allows believing without doubting. Faith trusts God. We see in verse 5 that 
God promises to give you wisdom, and faith believes God will do what He 
promised. So ask in faith, with no doubting that God will do what He prom-
ised. Doubt undermines faith.

1:7. To doubt is to be torn in two directions, thereby making no progress. 
A double-minded person is like a cork riding on a wave; one moment it is 
being carried toward the shore, the next being carried away from shore. Our 
faith needs to be anchored in the trustworthiness of God, so whether we are 
up or down, we are connected to Him, and have confidence in His steadfast 
character.
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1:8. As our faith goes, so goes our entire lives. Being indecisive in faith makes 
us unstable and shifty in other areas of our lives as well. Being steadfast in 
faith leads to confidence in many aspects of our lives.

The Paradox of Tested Faith (1:9-12)

1:9-11. This passage occurs in the midst of a section on enduring trials, so it 
should be understood in that context. Whether you are in a position consid-
ered by others as “low” or as “high,” your external status is irrelevant. What 
is important is your own attitude. If you are in a “low” position, be joyful in 
facing your trials, for this life is short, but life eternal is long. If you are rich, 
be a humble servant of Christ, for your wealth is short-lived, and so is this 
life. The rich and the poor are all on the same level in Christ’s eyes, and both 
face equally difficult trials that test their faith.

Regardless of earthly status, trials come to all, and those trials negate any 
artificial distinctions that separate people. Blessings in eternity are related to 
our personal faith relationship with God in this life, living wisely, and perse-
vering in obedience to God. As we do this, we reach our full potential, earthly 
status notwithstanding. All people are to love God, trust God, go forward on 
the God-given road, regardless of the trials and difficulties.

1:12. The goal of all of our lives is to be the person described in this verse. It 
is a beatitude, reminiscent of our Lord Jesus. My paraphrase of 1:12 is: “Hap-
py and honored is the person who remains faithful in carrying his or her load 
until their journey’s end, no matter how difficult. Once you come through 
the tests of this life, as through the refining fire that remove impurities from 
gold, you will receive the winner’s trophy, a crown consisting of life, which 
the Lord has promised to those who love Him.”

The test is: How much do we love Him? Our trust in Him, and our will-
ingness to tenaciously carry on under heavy loads for Him, is an indicator of 
our love for Him.
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Focusing on the Meaning

All of us are given one life to live. God has placed potential within each of us. 
None of us have any idea what we are capable of accomplishing under the 
guidance and power of God working in and through our lives.

The only way to reach our full potential is to enter into a relationship 
with God through Jesus Christ, and then daily live our life following the in-
structions and guidance He gives to us. This takes faith and commitment. It 
requires our relationship with Jesus to be one based upon love, because love 
can empower us through any difficulty.

All of us need to continually walk the path that God leads us onto, and 
carry the loads that God asks us to carry. All of us face trials, troubles, sur-
prise interruptions, fatigue, and times of doubt. Often the road gets steeper 
and at times the load heavier, but this enables us to experience God deeper 
and to grow stronger.

We can’t finish the journey if we give up, so we want to keep going. When 
we need God’s advice and wisdom, and by faith ask Him for it, we receive it. 
After each victory and hard slog forward, we realize God is amazing and won-
derful, and that by following Him we will reach our full potential in bringing 
glory to Him.
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Teaching Plan

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Ask if anyone in the class has experience with serious athletic training, 
especially with weigh-lifting. Then ask questions such as: How do you 
improve your performance? Do you continue to increase the weight or dif-
ficulty? Does it sometimes challenge or even hurt to do so? What keeps you 
going? What do you say to yourself when you want to quit?

   Say: Today we will see what the book of James tells us about learning and 
enduring under times of stress and difficulty.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Read aloud James 1:1. Prepare a short lecture introducing the book of 
James. You can use the information in Step #2 of the Discussion Plan 
below.

 3. Have a volunteer read James 1:2-4. On the markerboard, write “Joy” at 
the top in the center and on the next level down, make two columns, 
labeled “Is” and “Is Not.” Have the class call out words and phrases that 
suggest what joy is and is not. For example, Joy is…an inner confidence. 
Joy is not…having wealth. You can also include thoughts about what 
gives people joy.

 4. Ask: Have you ever had a time of trial or pain when you were aware that it 
was building character? Was that helpful to you?

 5. Call attention to the sidebar, “What does it mean to be complete?” in 
the Study Guide. Ask the class to suggest other terms/synonyms to ren-
der the Greek term teleios. Examples include perfect, complete, mature, 
etc.
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 6. Divide the class into two teams. Assign one team to define or explain 
what wisdom is, and the other team to define or explain knowledge. Tell 
each team to focus on James 1:1-4, but they can use other Scripture if 
they like. Have each team present their findings.

   Then, ask for volunteers to read Proverbs 1:1-2, 7; and Proverbs 2:1-
11. Ask: Does this change our understanding of wisdom? What do we con-
clude is the source of true wisdom?

 7. Fill a large bowl with water and float a cork on top. Have a volunteer on 
one side of the bowl say, “I believe God is good all the time,” then blow 
on the cork. Then, have another volunteer on the other side of the bowl 
say, “I’m not so sure that God is good,” and blow the cork in the opposite 
direction. Repeat this sequence a few times. Then say: This is the image 
we get from James 1:6-7. If we are not certain in our faith that God is good 
and desires only what is good for us, we will be tossed about like this cork.

 8. Bring some magazines to class that have many advertisements. Distrib-
ute them out to individuals or small groups and have the class tear out 
ads or photos of material riches. These could include high-end clothing, 
jewelry, cars, food and beverages, vacation spots, homes, and furniture, 
etc. Allow each person or group to show what they found. Note in gen-
eral terms the items on the markerboard. Then ask: Which of these things 
have long-lasting value? Which of them are useful during a time of crisis? 
Which of them go with the owner after death?

   Then read James 1:9-11. Ask: What does this tell us about the proper 
attitude toward earthly riches and the people who concentrate on accumu-
lating them?

 9. Ask: What are some examples of “crowns”? (In ancient times, winning 
athletes received crowns made of laurel leaves. Kings and queens wear 
crowns. Beauty pageant winners wear crowns.) What does a crown signi-
fy? (Great achievement; great honor.) Then ask: What does the “crown of 
life” signify? (Great achievement and honor bestowed by God.)
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Encourage Application

 10. Ask: What happens to Christians whose faith falters during times of crisis or 
pain? What does “faltering” look like? Call attention to the sidebar “When 
praying for wisdom during trials” in the Study Guide. Read each line 
aloud together. Then ask: How do these thoughts help us better understand 
how Christians should react in times of crisis or when their faith begins to 
fail? Ask: When we are enduring a difficult situation, does it help to know 
there is a purpose? How? What purpose does this passage in James tell us we 
can count on?

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. On the markerboard, write the words “Trials, Tests, Temptations.” Lead 
the class to brainstorm as many examples as they can and write the 
words and phrases.

   Invite people to think of a difficult time, a past “trial.” Then ask: Can 
you say you grew in maturity, wisdom, or faith through that time? Say: To-
day’s lesson will focus on enduring difficult times and achieving maturity in 
our Christian lives.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Introduce the book of James with some background: Although there 
were other people in the early church known as James, the author of this book 
seems to have been a brother of Jesus. He was sometimes called “James the 
Just.” James later led the church of believers, primarily Jewish Christians, 
in Jerusalem. This book was probably written to Jews who had moved away 
from Jerusalem sometime between A.D. 48 and 52.



Lesson 1: Learning to Endure 23 

 3. Note that the word in verse 2 translated “trials” is the Greek word pei-
rasmos [pay-rahs-mos]. It can mean test or trial; an attempt to learn the 
nature or character of something. It can also mean temptation, an at-
tempt to make someone do something wrong. Point out that the same 
term peirasmos is used in the description of Jesus’ 40 days in the wilder-
ness: Matthew 4:1; Mark 1:12-13; and Luke 4:1-2.

 4. Say: James talks about the wisdom that comes from God (verse 2). Are there 
any other sources of wisdom? That is, are there any other ways that knowl-
edge is changed into wisdom?

   Lead a discussion to understand the difference between “knowledge” 
and “wisdom.” Use questions such as: What are some examples of knowl-
edge? What are some examples of wisdom? What are the opposites of knowl-
edge or of wisdom? Are there different types of knowledge/wisdom? How do 
people acquire knowledge? How do people acquire wisdom?

 5. Ask a volunteer to read aloud Mark 9:17-24. Ask if anyone can relate 
to the feelings of the father in this story. Ask: What do you think James 
would say to this man about dealing with his doubt? Ask: Do you think James 
is saying here that doubt is a bad thing for a Christian believer? Why or why 
not?

   State that James’ point is we must pray and petition God with assur-
ance that He desires to help, and He has the power to help.

 6. Have the class discuss answers to Question 2 in the Study Guide. Note 
that James was writing to Christian believers, not non-believers. Then 
ask: Do you think this teaching from James would make sense to non-believ-
ers?

 7. Read James 1:9-11. Ask: How can a “lowly brother” feel exalted as a mem-
ber of the body of Christ? (Every person is on the same level in God’s eyes. 
Everyone has a purpose in the body of Christ.)

   Then ask: How can a rich person stay humble as a member of the body of 
Christ? (Every person is on the same level in God’s eyes. Remembering 
that riches do not last; they dry up and blow away like dead grass.)
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Encourage Application

 8. Ask for a volunteer to read the Beatitudes, Matthew 5:3-12. Ask: Which 
of these beatitudes seem to describe what would be a hard time/trial/chal-
lenge for people? Then ask: How does Matthew 5:12 relate to James 1:12?



lesson 2
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James 1:13-18
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Hebrews 4:12-16

Overcoming 
Temptation

MAIN IDEA

Testing is what God does to build us 
up. Tempting is what Satan does to 
tear us down.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

Does Satan always make temptation 
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To lead adults to understand that 
every time they are tempted, they 
can be sure that Jesus faced the same 
temptation

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

In James 1:2-12, James discussed the role of trials that test our faith and 
character in order to grow stronger with the wisdom and spiritual resources 
God gives us. Trials strengthen our commitment to God, move us toward 
God for assistance, and build up godly nature in us.

In those verses, the word “trial” was the noun form of the word. In James 
1:13-18, James used the verb form of the Greek word “trial,” which is there-
fore translated “to tempt” and means “to hook and drag away.” Here James 
instructed us about temptations used by Satan to lure us away from God, put 
a divide between God and us, and thereby tear us down. In 1:13-18, James 
clarified the source of temptation, the schematic of temptation, and Chris-
tian spirituality by which God neutralizes temptations and overcomes them.

While Satan is not mentioned by name in this passage, he is the major 
villain working behind the scenes to tear down and attempt to immobilize us. 
While the bait and hook of temptation is clearly described, the angler, who 
is trying to trick us into taking the bait, is not mentioned. But where there is 
a dangling baited hook, or a baited trap, there is surely an angler or hunter.

Why does Satan try to capture us, and drag us away to physical destruc-
tion? In Christian teaching, Satan is a very powerful angel who decided he 
wanted to become like God, and rule instead of God (Isaiah 14:12-18). He led 
a rebellion against God. God therefore cast Satan out of Heaven (Revelation 
12:9-12; Luke 10:17-20). Satan hates God, but he doesn’t have enough power 
to defeat God.

Since Satan can’t beat God, he attempts to hurt God by tearing down 
those whom God loves. Satan roams throughout the Earth, seeking people 
to destroy. Temptation is Satan’s weapon, but God helps us resist the bait (1 
Peter 5:8-11) and conquer temptations.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

The Source of Temptation (1:13-14)

Temptation is basically a desire to take something we feel is being unfairly 
withheld from us, and to take it now! Temptation baits us to take God’s place, 
to fulfill our own needs, rather than trusting God to provide what He sees 
best.

Temptation and sin began in the Garden of Eden, when the serpent 
tempted Eve to take and eat the one thing that God forbade them to eat—
the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (see Genesis 2:16-17). 
The serpent baited Eve with the forbidden fruit, and suggested she doubt 
God’s character (Genesis 3:1-7). Eve looked at the fruit, desired it, took it, 
and ate from it. She handed it to Adam, who partook as well. Ever since then, 
we are all tempted to take what God has not yet given. Once we bite on the 
temptation by appropriating what is not rightfully ours, we sin. Then we find 
someone to blame for our decision, just as Adam blamed God and Eve, and 
Eve blamed the serpent (cf. Genesis 3:12-17).

Sin tears down our relationships with God and others. We blame oth-
ers instead of taking personal responsibility for our choices. Some reading 
James’ letter were apparently blaming God for temptations (1:16). James 
wrote to correct their attitude and thinking (James 1:13-18).

1:13. God is not the source of any temptation, because God is never a party 
to evil. Thus, James told them to stop saying they were being tempted by 
God. James gave three reasons why God doesn’t tempt anyone:

 1. Temptations are evil, since they try to drag people away from God. God 
wants people to move toward Him.

 2. Since God is pure perfection, total goodness, wisdom, power, and holi-
ness, He cannot be successfully tempted by evil. To God, there is noth-
ing enticing about evil.
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 3. God Himself does not tempt anyone because it is incompatible with His 
nature. God is by nature: good not evil, a giver not a taker, and a lover 
not a hater.

1:14. However, temptations clearly do exist. The real source of temptation 
comes from the deep desires (lusts) and drives within our human nature. 
Each person is tempted, when he or she is drawn out by tantalizing bait 
geared to entice our strong human desires. This is a picture of a fish being 
lured away from safety by something it desires, grabbing it, getting hooked, 
and taken away. As stated before, where there is bait and a hook, there is an 
angler; but we are responsible for taking the bait.

Temptations appeal to human drives, which are often innate desires that 
help us survive. Hunger moves us to find food, weariness moves us to rest. 
Sexual urges also have a good function within the confines of marriage, but 
these urges uncontrolled outside of marriage can destroy relationships and 
families. (Hebrews 13:4).

But when primal desires are misused, overused, used at the wrong time 
or place, or used for the wrong reason, they become sin. Continual overeating 
becomes gluttony, perpetual resting becomes laziness, and misused power 
becomes abusive.

The Schematic of Temptation (1:14-15)

1:14. In these 2 verses, James gave a schematic of the cause-and-effect events 
that lead from temptation’s inception to demise and death. Temptations can 
be geared to any physical, emotional, psychological, esteem-oriented, or spir-
itual desire.

The process begins with the arrival of a temptation. The attractive temp-
tation dangles before us, captures our attention, and then quickly appeals to 
our mind or will. We desire it, feel we “deserve” it, and want it immediately. 
As we fix our attention on the temptation, we feel a sense of urgency to act 
now, before it’s gone. It often plays to our need to be in control. The message 
is: Why wait for God, when you can have it now?
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When we swallow the bait, we discover the hook, and fight as we may, we 
are suddenly taken captive, like a fish being reeled in.

1:15. James switched the analogy from fishing to the birth and growth of 
sin. When we yield to the bait, sin is conceived. Once sin is activated, it starts 
to do what sin does. It starts to degrade us, and all our relationships. Guilt, 
shame, and blaming others, begins.

When sin gets its hook into us, it starts the process of death. This can 
include spiritual death, death of sensitivity, of conscience, as well as decay of 
our physical bodies, and perhaps physical death. James was reminding peo-
ple of the high cost of sin. It is as though the guillotine’s blade is above us. 
The image is reminiscent of Proverbs 6:1-5, or 7:21-27. We should get free 
from the snare a.s.a.p. by seeking God’s forgiveness and restoration.

When you are first faced with a temptation, instead of fixating on the 
bait, focus on the end result of swallowing the bait. It is not worth the out-
come. Don’t take the bait!

Spiritually Overcoming Temptation (1:16-18)

Temptation often questions God’s goodness and character, challenging His 
willingness to give you all you need for a blessed life. When we turn our at-
tention away from the glamor of the bait to the goodness of God, the bait 
loses its appeal. God’s goodness draws us to Himself and gets us moving in 
the right direction.

1:16. Don’t be deceived into thinking that God is the source of temptations. 
Instead, immerse yourself in God’s goodness. When we bathe in the good-
ness of God, all doubts wash away. Instead of taking what has not been given, 
gratefully receive what God does give us.

1:17. God is the source of all good. This “good” described here, is in the ab-
solute sense. God is sheer, pure, absolute goodness, the totality of all good, 
with not a fleck of non-goodness in Him. As God, His goodness is more than 
the sum total of all goodness that has ever touched this planet. He is always 
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good, always concerned about the well-being of His children. This goodness 
of God rules out the possibility that He would tempt anyone to do evil.

Good originates from God. Every good act of giving, and every good and 
perfect gift that exists, has come from above, from God, the Father of lights. 
This term “from above” is the same phrase used when Jesus said we must be 
born again, born “from above” (John 3:3, 7).

As the Father of lights, God is the Creator and Sustainer of the stars and 
planets. They move, but God does not. He sustains and provides for it all, and 
He sustains and provides for us too.

God is the Father of lights in whom there is no shadow, no variation, and 
no inconsistency. The shadow mentioned here may refer to a sundial, where 
the shadows change as the Earth moves around the sun. God’s light does not 
change; His goodness shines all the time, even during the night. He is always 
good and light, even in our darkest times.

1:18. God will not tempt us to do evil. On the contrary, He willingly chose 
to rescue us from evil, sin, and death. He provided the good gift of Jesus, so 
we could be restored and have eternal life. He chose to bring us forth (born 
from above), by the word of truth. He went to a whole lot of trouble and cost 
to bring us alive spiritually. Why would He then try to destroy us through 
temptation? He wouldn’t.

He gave us eternal life so we will be the first fruits (the promise of more 
to come) among His creatures. We have been made alive to show His good-
ness to people who still need Him. We are His first fruits, His promise that 
everyone can escape temptation and sin to live a new life with Him.

Focusing on the Meaning

We all face trials and temptations in life. Trials draw us toward relying upon 
God, temptations move us away from relying upon God. Temptations attempt 
to bait us to choose instant self-gratification of some deep desire, while trials 
train us to patiently rely upon God to give us what we need, when we need 
it. God uses trials to develop patient endurance in us as we remain faithful in 
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tough times, while temptations entice us to take matters into our own hands 
and quickly get what we desire instead of trusting God to provide it. God’s 
goodness and good gifts draw us toward God, while temptations entice us to 
move away from God as the provider of all we need.

Temptations don’t come from God, for they attempt to carry us away 
from Him. Undermining trust in God, is evil. God encourages us to recognize 
a temptation for what it is, then quickly turn away from the bait that is tug-
ging on our selfish desires and offering up instant gratification.

When tempted, fix your eyes upon God, His love for you, His eternal 
goodness, and His continual generosity toward you. Ask God to meet your 
needs in His own way, in His own time, so your desires will be fulfilled with 
goodness from above. Remind yourself of the destructive end result for the 
one who takes the bait. Instead of focusing on the bait, focus on God, thank-
ing Him that in His goodness, He always fills your life with good and perfect 
things.

Develop a habit of expecting God to meet your deepest desires and needs 
in life. Tell Him how you feel, when you need something. Ask Him to give you 
what you need and trust Him to do it! Thank Jesus that He has faced every 
kind of temptation you will ever face. Ask Him to give insight as to what you 
need to do next, and for Him to give you mercy and grace in your time of 
need. (See Hebrews 4:12-16).
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Teaching Plan

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Begin class by showing the YouTube video of Flip Wilson’s, “The Devil 
Made Me Do It.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zGKAaPM72UY 
(Since the clip is long, you might want to start it at about 2:00.) Alterna-
tively, you can ask if anyone has ever heard the phrase, “The devil made 
me do it.” Ask where they heard it, what they thought, etc. Say: Some 
people use “the devil made me do it” as an excuse for giving in to temptation. 
Today’s lesson is about how to overcome temptation.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Ask the class to recall from Lesson 1 the purpose of God’s testing—to 
build up character. Ask: How do we describe the difference between temp-
tation and testing?

 3. Ask the class if they can think of some examples in the Bible of peo-
ple being tested, versus tempted. Some examples include: Abraham 
was tested by God to sacrifice Isaac (Genesis 22); Jesus was tempted by 
the devil in the wilderness (Matthew 4:1-11); Potiphar’s wife tempted 
Joseph (Genesis 39); the wanton woman in Proverbs 7. Ask: Do these 
examples help us tell the difference between testing and tempting? Lead the 
class to conclude that testing is a way of building up character; temp-
tation is something that leads to sin. Testing, or trials, draw us toward 
relying upon God. Temptations move us away from relying on God. (See 
lesson Commentary.)

 4. Read James 1:14-15. Divide into three or four small groups. Instruct 
each group to write a very short story or play that illustrates how some-
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one is lured and enticed by something they desire, then the desire gives 
birth to sin, and then sin gives birth to disaster or death. Allow a few 
minutes for writing the stories, then have each group share their re-
sults. (If the groups have trouble coming up with a scenario, some sug-
gestions could be a teenager tempted by alcohol or drugs; a married 
person tempted by an attractive co-worker; an employee or student 
tempted to play a videogame instead of working; a retail salesperson 
being tempted to steal merchandise; etc.)

 5. Read James 1:16-18 as rendered in The Message: “So, my very dear 
friends, do not get thrown off course. Every desirable and beneficial 
gift comes out of heaven. The gifts are rivers of light cascading down 
from the Father of Light. There is nothing deceitful in God, nothing 
two-faced, nothing fickle. He brought us to life using the true Word, 
showing us off as the crown of all his creatures.”

 6. Say: The first part of verse 17 is a strong statement about God being the 
source of all good things. Ask: Does this help us understand James’ point 
about God being good and nothing but good? Why does James warn against 
being deceived in verse 16? What do you suppose is the source of deception?

Encourage Application

 7. Divide into three small groups. Assign one group Matthew 4:1-11. As-
sign the second group Matthew 5:29-30. Assign the third group Mat-
thew 26:40-41. Then have each group answer the question, What does 
this passage tell us about how to resist temptation? Let each group dis-
cuss the question for a few minutes, then reconvene and ask for their 
reports. Note that Matthew 4:1-11 shows Jesus quoting Scripture. In 
Matthew 5:29-30, Jesus suggests radically avoiding anything that leads 
to sin. And in Matthew 26:40-41, Jesus tells followers to “Watch and 
pray.”
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 8. Ask: If one is being tested or tempted, is it helpful to be certain that God is 
always good and always benevolent? Why?

 9. Close in prayer asking God to give strength to resist temptation and for 
a way out when being tempted.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Bring to class some objects or images of things that represent tempta-
tions. Examples could include: an apple, some chocolate, alcoholic bev-
erages, a video game, pictures of extremely attractive men and women, 
and so on. Just show each object in turn. Then ask: What might each of 
these things have in common? Allow some answers (which may be quite 
interesting!), then state: All these things could be symbols of temptation for 
people. Today’s lesson is about how to overcome temptation. (A copy of this 
assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at 
www.gc2press.org.)

Guide Bible Study

 2. Explain that this passage uses the same Greek term we saw in James 
1:2, peirasmos, which is rendered here as “temptation,” rather than trial. 
Compare James 1:2 with James 1:12-13.

 3. Read James 1:13-15. Ask: What are some excuses people use for their bad 
behavior/sinning? Answers could include: It’s the other person’s fault; I 
couldn’t help it; Everybody’s doing it; It was just a mistake; Nobody’s 
perfect; The devil made me do it; I was pressured into it; I didn’t know it 
was wrong; God is tempting me; etc.

 4. Brainstorm a list of “temptations” and write the words and phrases on 
the marker board.
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   Then lead a discussion with questions such as: Are all of these univer-
sal, or do some only apply to certain people? Are some of these temptations 
harder to resist than others? Can they be rated in terms of difficulty to resist? 
Why? Do the circumstances surrounding a person matter for how he/she re-
acts to temptations? How so?

   Ask: Are some people more vulnerable to temptation than others? What 
makes people more likely to give in to temptation? Also ask: Are some people 
exposed more to temptations than others? What are some examples?

 5. Ask a volunteer to look up and read 1 Corinthians 10:13: “No tempta-
tion has overtaken you except what is common to mankind. And God is 
faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But 
when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can 
endure it.”

   Ask: What are some “ways out” or “escape hatches” that we can use to 
resist temptation? It might be helpful to return to the list of temptations 
from Step #4 above. Have the class think of a time when they were able 
to resist temptation using one of these “escape hatches.” Ask if anyone 
would like to share their experiences.

 6. Read James 1:16-18. Say: James was saying when we start thinking that 
our temptations to sin are coming from God, we are woefully wrong, and we 
are being deceived. Verse 18 is a statement of proof. Ask: Why is it important 
to know and remember that God is good all the time?

 7. Ask: What is “the word of truth” in verse 18? Lead the class to understand 
that the “word of truth” is the statement of the gospel. Then ask: How 
would we define “the gospel”? What is the message of salvation? Refer to 
passages including John 3:16; 1 Corinthians 15:3-4; 1 John 1:9; etc.
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Encourage Application

 8. Read aloud the final paragraph in the Study Guide section entitled “The 
Father of Heavenly Lights.”

 9. What are some good passages to memorize and quote when facing 
temptation? (Example: 1 Corinthians 10:13)

 10. Lead the class in a responsive reading:

  Leader: God is good!
  Response: All the time!
  Leader: All the time!
  Response: God is good!
   Repeat this several times. Ask if anyone has experience with this say-

ing as a call and response in another setting.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Earlier in James 1, James wrote about facing trials, then wrote about temp-
tations. He concluded the temptation section stating believers have been 
brought to spiritual life by the word of truth (1:18). This theme, of the 
life-giving power of God’s Word (1:18) connects us to the next truth James 
wants us to learn. In verses 19-27, James explained that believers experience 
this life-changing power when they listen and obey. Obedience means taking 
practical action (1:19-27).

James then went on to address the issues of anger and obedience. Can 
angry people clearly represent God to others? Does our anger pollute our 
relationships and witness? How can we neutralize anger so we can hear God 
more clearly and serve Him better?

Is merely hearing lots of information about God and His Word in ser-
mons, classes, and church functions enough to change our lives? How can we 
both know and do what His Word says in our everyday living? How can we let 
God change our internal values, attitudes, and concepts to such a degree that 
it actually changes our external behavior? Listening to God, doing what God 
tells us, and caring for others are the themes of this lesson.

In this lesson, we will explore: How should we receive God’s truth into 
our lives? How should we respond to God’s truth so it accomplishes His will? 
How can we reveal true spirituality to others?

Interpreting the Scriptures

Receiving God’s Truth (1:19-21)

1:19. James told his beloved readers to take note, to listen carefully. Listen-
ing is important. Someone has said that God gave us two ears and one mouth 
because He wants us to listen twice as much as we speak. In the letter’s great-
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er context of trials and temptations, James’ proverb: “Everyone should be 
quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry” is good advice. No-
tice the advice is for every believer, not just leaders. It applies to both con-
versation and behavior. It is hard to listen if we are continually talking, so be 
teachable, desiring to listen and learn; be slow and thoughtful in formulating 
your questions or answers, and be even slower in becoming angry.

1:20. The reason we should listen a lot, speak a little, and get angry less is 
“because human anger does not produce the righteousness that God desires.” 
The Greek word anger here is the word for “seething anger.” It is not the quick 
surface burst of unexpected anger, but the seething anger of boiling inter-
nal resentment that fuels the outburst. Neither kind of anger reveals God’s 
rightness or goodness.

My favorite description of anger states that: We get angry when some-
one, or something, prevents us from getting what we want. Think about it. 
What made you angry last week? Did something happen that kept you from 
getting what you wanted? What was it you wanted? Why is not getting what 
you want making you so angry? This helps us treat the source of anger, in-
stead of merely the symptoms. The righteousness of God is produced when 
we do God’s will. Our anger is in direct opposition to God’s will, and thus 
cannot produce God’s righteousness.

In simple, practical terms, New Testament righteousness means consis-
tently living in a right relationship with God. As a result, we then consistent-
ly attempt to live in right relationships with other people. While only God is 
perfect, we are commanded to love and value God and other people, honoring 
them as fully as we can. Jesus said that the whole law of the Old Testament 
(righteousness) is summed up in two commandments in Matthew 22:34-40, 
which are to love the Lord your God with all your strength, soul, and mind, 
and to love your neighbor as yourself.

Angry humans are at that moment out of right relationship with God, 
and out of fellowship with others they are angry with. We can’t be hostile 
toward someone and in right relationship with them at the same time. Hu-
man anger blocks producing God’s righteousness, and it undermines right 
relationships.
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1:21. This verse begins with the word “therefore,” which means “because of 
what I just said.” Blocking God’s will is the reason why we must get rid of all 
moral filth and evil (i.e., malicious attitudes, words, and actions). The picture 
is of taking off dirty clothes that are keeping you from functioning and laying 
them aside so you can run the race unimpeded (see Hebrews 12:1). The way 
to deal with anger is to identify why you are angry. It might be angering that 
other people treat you like they do, or that God or someone else is blocking 
what you want to happen. Whatever the cause, bring it to Jesus, confess that 
you are angry or have selfishly wanted something God has not yet given.

Then ask God to forgive you of those attitudes, words, or actions. The 
Greek word “forgive” means “to untie or loose a boat from a dock.” Put your 
sins in the boat, one by one, confessing that they need to go. Hand the rope 
to Jesus and ask Him to untie the boat and free you from the things you have 
put into the boat. Watch Jesus take the boat over the horizon. Anytime they 
come back, put them back in the boat, and ask Jesus to cut them loose from 
your life.

James then told us to embrace God’s Word with humility. The Greek word 
means humble submission, to surrender ourselves to God and His will in our 
life. To receive God’s Word, we must submit ourselves to God, be open to 
what He has to say to us, and what He wants us to do. He plants His Word 
into us, but as in the parable of the sower (cf. Mark 4:1-9), the only soil that 
is productive is the soil that has been turned over and broken up. We must 
be humble (broken and open) to receive God’s Word, and submit to what God 
tells us to do, if the Word is to take deep root and produce God’s righteous-
ness. When we do this, the Word can save your soul (1:21). The word here for 
soul in Greek is “psyche,” which includes the combination of our mind, will, 
and emotions. It is God and God’s Word that can neutralize anger and malice 
in those areas of our lives and heal our wounded emotions.

Responding to God’s Truth (1:22-25)

1:22. This verse is the theme of James. In the Greek it is a command that 
says: “keep on becoming doers of God’s Word.” We deceive ourselves if we 
think that merely listening changes our lives. We are not just to listen to His 
Word, but we are to get up and do it!
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1:23-24. James illustrated why taking action on what we see or hear is vital, 
by using an illustration of a person looking in the mirror. If a lady sees that 
her lipstick streaks out onto her cheek, and yet does nothing to correct it, she 
is only fooling herself. Everyone she sees will notice “what’s wrong with this 
picture?” When we look into God’s Word, He shows us ourselves as we really 
are. He shows us what is fine, and what we need to correct. The wise person 
takes corrective action to fix the things that are out of whack.

1:25. In this mirror metaphor, there are four verbs that give us four steps for 
really listening and obeying the Word of God. First, obedient disciples regu-
larly look intently into the perfect law of freedom. The word is to “stoop down 
and scrutinize, take a thorough look.” As you encounter God’s Word, listen 
intently, examining yourself. Second, put into practice what God tells you to 
do, and keep doing it. Third, do not forget what God showed you regarding 
what kind of person you really are: your strengths and your vulnerabilities. 
And fourth, take action to do what God tells you to do.

The perfect law of freedom is the teachings of the Old Testament as filled 
full of new meaning in the life and teachings of Jesus. James’ summation was 
to love God, love others, and do what God asks freely, and happily. Obedience 
to God is freeing and will result in a blessed life.

Revealing God’s Truth (1:26-27)

1:26. The word “religious” in this verse describes a person who considers 
himself to be religious and therefore acceptable to God. But if the person 
cannot restrain their tongue, then the external religious acts are meaning-
less, without corresponding inward transformation. Jesus said what defiles a 
person is what flows out of their mouth, which reveals what is in their hearts 
(Matthew 15:10-11; 17-20).

1:27. Religion that God our Father accepts is relational. By grace we have 
submitted to God, been born again by His Spirit, and relate to God as our Fa-
ther. As God’s children we love and honor Him, we converse with Him as Fa-
ther, letting Him shape our thoughts, will, and agenda. Those who love God, 
love those whom God loves, and takes care of those who need caregivers. In 
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biblical times, orphans were without rights or protectors, as were widows. 
When our relationship with God is right, we want to reveal His love in our 
relationships with people, especially with those who need special care. It is 
the fulfillment of the perfect law of freedom.

Focusing on the Meaning

Listening intently to God needs to be a daily, and moment by moment ex-
perience. God speaks to us through His Word as we listen to it, read it, or 
remember it. He speaks to us through events in the day, through nudges of 
His Spirit. We need to be alert, always listening for our Master’s voice. When 
we hear God speaking, either to correct something in our lives, or telling us 
to say something, go somewhere, or serve someone with a practical act of 
kindness, we need to “just do it!”

We should listen much more than we speak and get angry very infre-
quently. Clearing the docks of our lives of bad experiences, hard feelings, or 
unforgiven events needs to occur so the feeders of anger are removed from 
our lives. Ask God to control your thoughts, emotions, and tongue, especially 
when you need to reconcile with someone. Forgive them first, giving them 
to God and releasing them and what they did to you into the hands of Jesus.

Be a doer of the word. After every learning experience, immediately look 
for ways to put it into practice. Jesus told you now, so you will take action 
now.

Listen intently, then learn intensely through doing what you learned. 
And continue doing it, not just once but until it becomes second nature. Love 
God with all you have and are and show Him you love Him by loving others.
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Teaching Plan

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Begin class with a game of “Simon Says.” You can be Simon (the leader) 
or let a class member do it. In the game, the leader gives out instruc-
tions such as “Touch your nose” or “Clap your hands.” The followers do 
what the leader says, BUT ONLY IF the leader phrases it, “Simon says, 
touch your nose.” If a follower does the command—without hearing 
“Simon says”—he or she must drop out of the game.

   After several rounds, call the class to order and say: This was just a 
game, but our lesson today will deal with the issue of what Christians should 
do.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Read aloud James 1:19. Ask: Does this strike you as good advice? Can you 
think of examples of people who do these well or who don’t do them well? Al-
low some examples; steer the class away from being snide or judgmental 
about specific people. Then ask: Where would you rate yourself on being 
quick to hear/slow to speak/slow to anger? Allow the class a moment or 
two to consider this privately.

 3. Invite the class to think of a time when someone listened closely to 
them and it was helpful or comforting, or a time when someone failed 
to listen closely, or a time when they were the one to listen closely or 
who failed to listen closely. Ask for volunteers to share their experienc-
es. State that one of the most important ministries for Christians is 
proper listening.
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 4. Divide the class into three small groups. Instruct group one to develop 
some principles or techniques we can use to be good listeners. Instruct 
group two to develop some principles or techniques we can use to con-
trol our speaking. Instruct group three to develop some principles or 
techniques we can use to control our tempers. Allow a few minutes for 
the groups to work, then ask for reports.

 5. Read James 1:20-21. On the markerboard, make two columns. Label 
one “What SHOULD Make Us Angry.” Label the other column “What 
DOES Make Us Angry.” Let the class fill in examples for each column. 
Ask: Is there a difference between the “anger of people” and the righteous 
anger of God? What are some Bible examples of someone showing God’s 
righteous anger? (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Re-
source Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

 6. Read James 1:22. Ask: What are some examples of people hearing the Word 
but not doing the Word? Or to put it another way, people who know what 
they should do but do not do it? Explain that these could include examples 
of hypocrisy or sins of omission.

 7. Read James 1:23-25. Ask: Why did James compare forgetting what your 
face looks like to forgetting to do the good works that you have heard?

   Instruct the class to hold up an imaginary mirror in front of their 
faces. Say: Imagine that you see some spinach between your teeth, or some 
mustard on your chin. What are you going to do? Obviously, you are going to 
remove the spinach or the mustard stain. The point James was making is that 
if you read, hear, or study God’s Word but do not apply it to yourself, you are 
like a person ignoring the spinach he sees in his teeth.

 8. If the class has access to the Internet, use a Bible app such as BibleGate-
way.com or BlueletterBible.org to search the term’s “widow” and “or-
phans” and “foreigners.” You can divide into three groups and have each 
group research one term. After a few minutes, have each group report 
on what they found, answering the questions: How many references were 
there in the Bible? In the Old Testament? In the New Testament? How many 
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different books did the term appear in? After the reports, ask: What can 
we conclude about the importance the Bible puts on widows, orphans, and 
foreigners?

 9. Ask: Since the Bible is so clear about caring for widows, orphans, and for-
eigners, do you think our society—including the Church—does a good job of 
this today? What are some areas the Church does well, and what are some 
areas that need improvement?

Encourage Application

 10. Lead the class to boil down this lesson to two major points. The points 
could read something like this: “Christians must control their anger 
and their language.” “Christians must live out their faith as ‘doers’ not 
just ‘hearers.’” Then ask: Which of these is more relevant to you right now? 
Why? Allow the class to share their answers or just let them ponder this si-
lently for a while.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. On the markerboard, write two phrases: Just Do It! and Just Say No! Ask 
the class if they recognize these phrases and where they came from. 
(Just Do It! is a long-time slogan for Nike athletic shoes. Just Say No! 
was the slogan associated with First Lady Nancy Reagan to discourage 
drug use among young people). Lead a discussion with questions such 
as: How do you react to these phrases? Would they be effective for you? Do 
you think they were successful? Then begin class by saying: Let’s see what the 
book of James says about what Christians should do and not do.
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Guide Bible Study

 2. Read James 1:19. Invite the class to think of times in their lives when 
they were NOT good examples of this. Ask if they regretted these times. 
Allow some sharing if people are willing.

 3. Discuss Question 5 in the Study Guide, calling attention to James 1:20-
21. Ask: What do you think James meant by “filth and evil” in our lives? 
What are some of the ways people can be polluted by the world? Can one 
become unpolluted? How? Ask: Does being angry or rebellious keep us from 
hearing and obeying God’s Word? Why or why not?

 4. Read James 1:23-25 and ask the class to rephrase this in their own 
words. Write words and phrases on the markerboard as applicable.

 5 Ask: Can you think of a time when you heard the Word, that is, you had a 
clear sense of what God wanted you to do, but failed or refused to do it? Then 
ask: Can you think of a time when you heard the Word and then did the right 
thing? How did you know it was the right thing? What was the result?

 6. Read James 1:26-27. Ask: What are some examples and results of unbri-
dled anger when it comes from parents? Teachers? Preachers? Employers? 
Politicians? Then ask: What are the results from these same people when 
they act in gentle words and kindness?

 7. Say: Verse 27 states the importance of caring for widows and orphans in 
their affliction. Have a volunteer read aloud the sidebar, “Orphans and 
Widows in the Ancient World,” in the Study Guide as the class follows 
along. Then ask: What are some examples of people or groups of people you 
think should be included in this command?
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Encourage Application

 8. State that Galatians 5:22-23, the Fruit of the Spirit, concludes with 
“self-control.” Ask: What are some areas, besides our conversation and our 
temper, where self-control is critical?

 9. Summarize by saying that this lesson has been about listening, about 
self-control, and about acting out our Christian faith in daily life. Hand 
out paper and pen to each person and instruct them to write down three 
ways they can put these principles into action this week.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

James was a man steeped in Jewish tradition and the Old Testament. As Je-
sus’ brother, he had firsthand knowledge of Jesus, His teachings, His values, 
and His motives. He knew that in Jesus the Kingdom of God had begun, and 
that the values of Jesus and His teachings were to be embodied by believers 
in their daily lives and gatherings. In this passage, James reminded his read-
ers, who are mainly of Jewish origin, that regardless of a person’s appear-
ance, social, economic, or ethnic background, each person is loved and valued 
by God, and therefore should be loved and valued by God’s people.

There are four main social economic groups mentioned in James: 1) The 
destitute poor (2:14-17) were people without decent clothes or daily food. 2) 
The economically poor (1:9; 5:4, 6), the working class in humble circumstanc-
es that comprised the majority of early church members. 3) The business 
class (4:13-16), the movers and shakers. 4) The rich who had acquired pos-
sessions, influence, and power, who behaved as though they were superior to 
others (1:10; 5:1-6).

James sought to correct the conduct of his beloved brothers and sisters 
as they were allowing secular values to influence the way they perceived and 
treated people who came to their meetings. James disallowed favoritism of 
any kind, telling the church to stop devaluing any person, while showing 
preferential treatment to others. It is a call for Christians to treat all people 
as people of value and worth, regardless of their appearance or supposed sta-
tus. James taught that in God’s family there are no second-class people.

In James 2:1-13, James used an illustration to convey that judging by 
external appearances, and treating one person with honor while disdaining 
another, is not compatible with Jesus or His Kingdom values.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Stop Being Partial (2:1-8)

2:1. Before James corrected his readers, he reminded them they are dearly 
loved. He appealed to the church to rethink their theology and behavior.

James saw the problem of showing favoritism bubbling to the surface in 
the churches, particularly in treating the poor with disdain, while showing 
special honor to the wealthy. He saw this partiality as a spiritual issue, and 
he attempted to correct this divisive error by reminding Christians to live in 
a manner that reveals Jesus. Their gatherings should also reflect the values 
of their glorious Lord living among them. Believers in Jesus must not show 
favoritism (literally: Stop showing favoritism!). Favoritism is literally “receiv-
ing the face,” to make decisions based upon external face values.

2:2-4. Read the rich man—poor man illustration. Two people entered a 
church gathering (Greek—synagogue). One appeared wealthy, wearing gold 
rings, and dressed in shining cloth (possibly embroidered with shiny gold and 
colored threads). The other person was severely poor, dressed in dirty clothes. 
The rich person was ushered to the choice comfy seat near the front; the poor 
was told to stand, or sit on the ground, somewhere out of the way (under my 
footstool refers to where a slave would sit). In this illustration, the church 
communicated high worth to the finely dressed person, and worthlessness to 
the beggarly person. But this behavior was motivated by earthly standards. 
The worth or value of each person was assessed by merely external, world-
ly appearances. “Among yourselves” in verse 4 reveals that the church as a 
group, was practicing this, and James saw this as evil (worldly) thinking.

2:5-7. James drew two conclusions from this scenario. He used tag ques-
tions (similar to: “You are coming to dinner, right?”), which assumes a “Yes” 
answer. In verse 5 he basically asked, “Hasn’t God chosen those the world 
thinks are poor, to be rich in faith and inherit God’s Kingdom, promised to 
those who love Him?” Take note, the poor inherit because they love Jesus, 
not simply because they are poor. Being poor, their true status as inheritors 
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of the riches of God is not obvious on the outside. Yet the church treated the 
poor person like a non-entity, dishonoring one whom God loves.

Then James asked another similar question in verses 6-7, basically ask-
ing, “Yet you honored the rich person because he looked impressive. Isn’t it 
the rich who are blaspheming the name of Jesus by dragging Christians into 
court to take away their properties?”

The two questions show the faulty decision-making process of those who 
show favoritism and partiality. James stated that when we treat people hon-
orably or dishonorably, based upon secondary external impressions, we are 
usurping God and making judgments in God’s place. Using the world’s crite-
ria always leads to wrong decisions. Only God knows a person’s heart.

James said: “Shame on you! Stop showing favoritism!” In so doing, they 
were being divisive and double-minded (same word as used in 1:6). Stop us-
ing evil criteria and making unstable decisions.

Start Loving Individuals (2:8-11)

2:8. Rather than showing favoritism, James declared that the same royal 
law should apply to all, rich or poor. Jesus brought us a New Covenant, sim-
plifying the Old Covenant (Hebrews 8:13) into three commands. Jesus said 
in Matthew 22:37-40 (NIV), “… ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest 
commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All 
the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” Jesus added 
one more love commandment, by which all men will know that we are His 
disciples, and citizens of a heavenly kingdom. It is found in John 13:34-35 
(NIV): “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, 
so you must love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my 
disciples, if you love one another.”

James said in verse 8, “If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, 
‘Love your neighbor as yourself,’ you are doing right.”

So what exactly is the “royal law?” Think about the three commands of 
Jesus: Love fulfills the Law. This is the simplest explanation. While the royal 
law may include more, in the context of honoring other people by treating 
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them appropriately, loving your neighbor as though they were a part of your-
self fits the bill. Another simple interpretation of the phrase “royal law’ is 
that Jesus, our Royal King, gave us the greatest commandment, and that is 
embodied in love.

There is another clue in the linguistics of the phrase the “royal law.” The 
word “law” is singular, and it is “royal.” The root word translated royal is re-
lated to “kingdom” in verse 5. Some commentators suggest it includes all 
the Old Testament filtered through the life and teachings of Jesus, so these 
become the expectations of life in the Kingdom of God. Thus the royal law is 
the whole Bible interpreted with New Testament theology.

Regardless of any specific identification of the phrase “royal law,” the way 
to be impartial in all our relationships is simply to love each other in the very 
same way as Jesus loves us. When we do this, we treat each person with hon-
or, regardless of their station in life. Note that if it is improper to disdain the 
poor man because he is poor, it is also, according to the royal law, improper 
to disdain the rich man because he is rich. Reverse partiality is still partiality!

2:9-11. Legal-maneuvering never allows us to stand on our own merit be-
fore God. Old Testament law held that if you broke one law of God, you be-
came a lawbreaker. Showing partiality (favoritism, 2:9) is prohibited in Levit-
icus 19:15 (NASB1995), which says: “You shall not do injustice in judgment: 
you shall not be partial to the poor nor defer to the great, but you are to judge 
your neighbor fairly.” If we show dishonor to those whom God has honored, 
then we are in rebellion against God’s will. Partiality is breaking the law, as is 
murder, as is adultery.

James wanted believers to love God and love those who are made in God’s 
image, period.

Share God’s Mercy (2:12-13)

2:12. James said: “Speak and act…” What you say and what you do must 
be consistent and aligned with each other. Speak and act with full aware-
ness that God has forbidden showing favoritism, for we will one day face 
accountability for what we “say” and “do.” James probably had the words of 
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Jesus ringing in his ears from Matthew 12:36-37 (NIV): “But I tell you that 
everyone will have to give account on the day of judgment for every empty 
word they have spoken. For by your words you will be acquitted, and by your 
words you will be condemned.” Paul also warned us that we must all appear 
before the judgment seat of Christ to be recompensed for the deeds done in 
the body, both the good and the bad (2 Corinthians 5:10).

Note that James said we will be judged by the “the law which gives free-
dom.” Freedom comes from knowing and living the truth (John 8:31-32). 
This reminds us of James 1:19: “…Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to 
speak” and James 1:22: “Do not merely listen to the word (or law)… Do what 
it says.”

2:13. James shared two principles regarding mercy here: First the nega-
tive: For those who have not shown mercy to others, there will be no mercy 
for them on judgment day. Second the positive: “Mercy triumphs over judg-
ment.” This positive phrase has a double meaning, depending upon whose 
mercy is the mercy being described. If it is a person’s mercy, then the per-
son’s acts of mercy will triumph on judgment day…our acts of mercy done 
to others will be factored into our judgment. If the mercy that triumphs is 
God’s mercy, then it is a promise for those who have committed their lives 
to the Lord and been merciful representing Him, at judgment His mercy will 
triumph over His justice. Both are notably, and thankfully, true. It is Jesus 
who taught us to be merciful, promising us in Matthew 5:7 (NIV): “Blessed 
are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.” Being merciful, we are blessed 
now, and will be blessed then.

Focusing on the Meaning

James wrote to Christians to instruct us not to show favoritism in the way we 
treat other people. The world treats people based upon one’s wealth, power, 
influence, success, race, ethnic group, heritage, or other criteria. But it is im-
proper for Christians to show such partiality. Favoritism injects false weights 
onto life’s scales, making some people more valuable than they are, and treat-
ing others as less valuable than they are. God values all people; Jesus died for 
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all people. God created all people in His image, therefore if we disdain others, 
we disdain God who created them.

One’s appearance, talents, wealth, or lack thereof, ethnicity, language, 
or culture, are not valid indicators of a person’s value before God. We are 
all loved equally by God, therefore believers should show honor to all. The 
church is composed of sinners saved by God’s mercy, grace, and love. Speak 
God’s love and put God’s love and mercy into action! This is the royal law of 
freedom (James 2:12-13). Treat each person you meet as valuable to God, 
and therefore valuable to you, from the poorest to the richest, no matter 
what external differences exist.

The church is designed to be a colony, an outpost, of Heaven on Earth, 
and a sample community of people living according to God’s values (Philip-
pians 3:20). Mistreating one another by showing partiality to some, and dis-
daining others, whether poor or rich, is not a foretaste of Heaven, but honor-
ing and valuing each person is.
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Teaching Plan

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Begin class by presenting some choices: Chocolate or vanilla, orange or 
apple, oatmeal or chocolate chip. If you like, do an internet search on 
“fun survey questions” and select some that reflect preferences. Then 
say: Today we are going to talk about preferences. Sometimes they are harm-
less, but they can be a real problem within a church.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Read aloud James 2:1-4. Call for three volunteers to act out the scene in 
James 2:2-3. One plays the rich person, one plays the poor person, and 
one plays the church person. If you like, break into groups of three to 
act out the parts and then switch roles. Debrief by asking how each of 
the players/characters felt. Ask: Have you ever seen something similar to 
this in your church? In some other venue? How did you feel?

 3. State that this scene is focused on the discomfort of the poor person. 
Ask: Is there any unfairness to the rich person? How? (Steer the class to 
see that the rich person and his/her needs may be overlooked as people 
only see their wealth and status.)

 4. Ask: Do you think James or Jesus, or God condemns people for being rich? 
Why or why not? If not, what do they condemn concerning rich people?

 5. Call attention in the Study Guide to the section entitled “Richness in 
Faith.” Read it aloud as class members follow in the text. Ask: Do you 
agree with this? Is this description in line with how most of our world views 
rich and poor people? Is calling for impartiality part of Jesus’ radical world 
view?
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 6. Read James 2:5. State that the gospel offers much to the poor and de-
mands much from the rich. On the markerboard, make two columns. 
Label one “Benefits to the Poor” and the other “Demands upon the 
Rich.” Have the class call out words and phrases to illustrate each and 
write them on the markerboard. During this discussion, call attention 
to James 1:2-5.

 7. Say: This passage discusses favoritism, or discrimination, based on wealth. 
What are some other factors that cause favoritism or discrimination to in-
dividuals or groups in churches? Is this type of favoritism acceptable in any 
sphere? Why is it sometimes hard NOT to discriminate or show favoritism?

Encourage Application

 8. Assign volunteers to look up and read aloud each of the Scriptures in 
the sidebar entitled, “Love Your Neighbor,” about the royal law. Then, 
call attention to the sidebar and read it as the class follows along.

 9. Assign volunteers to look up and read the following verses: Psalm 18:25; 
Matthew 5:7; 6:14-15; 7:1-2; 18:22-35. Ask: How would we define mercy? 
Then ask: Can you think of some examples of when you have received mercy 
or when you have given mercy?

 10. Say: We have been talking about favoritism and discrimination in the church. 
Where else in our world do we see these? Allow the class to call out exam-
ples. (Just a few examples include education, employment, the judicial 
system, etc.) Then ask: Do you think Christians have a responsibility for ad-
dressing favoritism and discrimination in other situations? What are some 
steps Christians can take when we observe favoritism or discrimination 
around us?
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Show three or four photos of rich, famous people. Ask: Do you admire 
these people? Why? What would you do if they came to this church for a wor-
ship service or other event? After some discussion, ask: How would your 
answers be different if I showed you a photo of a very poor person? You can 
accept answers, or just go ahead and say: Today’s lesson challenges the 
way we think and act about people who are rich or poor.

   (A copy of the assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

Guide Bible Study

 2. Say: James 2:1 starts with “My brothers and sisters.” He’s speaking to the 
Church. Does this teaching apply only within the family of believers? Does it 
apply to the world? Is that practical/doable?

 3. Ask: What are some examples of favoritism seen in families in Bible stories? 
(e.g., Ishmael and Isaac, Jacob and Esau, Jacob and Joseph, Hannah and 
Peninah, David and Absalom.) Take a few moments to review who these 
characters were, who showed favoritism, and how.

 4. Read James 2:2-7. Ask: Have you ever seen examples of favoritism similar 
to this at church? At school or work or other organizations? In your neighbor-
hood or social group? In your family? Take a few minutes for members to 
tell of any experiences.

 5. Ask: What are some equivalents to “stand there” in verse 3? What are some 
ways that people treat others with favoritism or discrimination?

 6. Ask: Why do you think folks tend to follow or trust rich/famous/successful 
people? Who are some examples?
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 7. Read James 2:5. Ask: What do you think this looks like—to be rich in faith 
and heirs of the kingdom, which He has promised to those who love Him?

 8. Say: In James 2:5-7 we see two reasons why people should not show favorit-
ism to rich people. How would we rephrase these?

 9. State that the early Christian churches often had both slaves and their 
masters, along with all levels of social status, gathered together for wor-
ship. Ask the class how/where there could be awkward feelings. Ask: 
How much social diversity do we see in our church?

 10. Ask: Can you think of some ways Jesus demonstrated impartiality? Think of 
scenes where He interacted with people of very different social classes, mo-
rality, wealth, nationality, etc.

 11. Ask: Why does showing favoritism break the “royal law” of “Love your neigh-
bor as yourself ”?

 12. Ask: What are the implications of James 2:10? “For whoever keeps the whole 
law yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.”

 13. Ask: What does “mercy triumphs over judgment” mean in verse 13? Lead 
the class to discuss Questions 3 and 4 in the Study Guide.

Encourage Application

 14. Call attention to the sidebar, “Applying the Example From James,” 
about eliminating favoritism or discrimination. Read each point aloud. 
Ask if there are any additional steps people could take to eliminating 
the ways we show favoritism and write them on the markerboard.

 15. Draw attention to the Main Idea of this week’s lesson: The ground is al-
ways level at the foot of the cross. On the markerboard, draw a large cross. 
Beneath it, write the words: “IMPARTIALITY,” “MERCY” and “MUTUAL 
LOVE.” Ask: How do these words or principles from this passage of James 
help us understand the Main Idea?
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Focal Text

James 2:14-26
Background

Romans 4:1-5; 
Ephesians 2:8-10

Making Faith Real

MAIN IDEA

Genuine faith is always expressed in 
works.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

If I were arrested for being a Chris-
tian, would there be enough evidence 
to convict me?

TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to understand that 
they were created for good works and 
re-created in Christ to live in the way 
of life He prepared for them

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Historically, Baptists have rightly held firmly to the doctrine of salvation by 
grace meaning that forgiveness and salvation from sin’s ultimate consequenc-
es cannot be earned by human works, but salvation comes through faith in 
the crucified and resurrected Jesus. The background passages for this les-
son affirm this doctrine as Romans 4:1-5 teaches that Abraham was declared 
righteous because of his faith not his actions. Further, Ephesians 2:8 declares 
that we are saved by grace and not works. Today’s passage has troubled some 
people throughout the history of the church because on the surface it sounds 
like James claimed we must have works to become saved, thus contradicting 
the idea of salvation by grace.

To properly understand what James meant, we must use the tools we 
have to understand any segment of Scripture, historical context, literary 
context, the purpose and language of the author, and the teachings of God’s 
Word as a whole. Historically, it is important that James was writing to Jews 
who had already become Christians. His purpose was not to teach them how 
to become saved, but rather how to live as saved people. As Romans 4 and 
Ephesians 2 illustrate, the consistent teaching of the Word of God is that 
salvation comes through faith in Jesus (see also John 3:16; Acts 16:30-31; 
Galatians 2:16). James also used several literary devices to make the point 
that works should accompany salvation; they are not the means of salvation.

James introduced the idea that Christians should do what God teaches 
in 1:22. He provided practical examples of this at the end of chapter one and 
continued in the first part of chapter two. Today’s passage, the second half 
of chapter two, is James’s argument that works must be part of a Christian’s 
life.



64  The Making of Authentic Faith:  Wisdom That Works

Interpreting the Scriptures

Thesis Statement (2:14)

James had just discussed the problem of impartiality in the church and the 
question posed in verse 14 stems from that discussion. The reason there 
should not be partiality is that Christians are supposed to live out their faith.1  
The verse also serves as James’ thesis for the rest of the chapter.

Understanding that James’ assertion does not contradict Paul’s teaching 
that we are saved by grace, rests on a proper understanding of the words 
“deeds” and “saved” as James used them here. “Deeds” does not refer to the 
work of obeying the law, but rather to good works done through the power of 
the Spirit in service to God. One view of “saved” in this context sees it as re-
ferring to the whole process of salvation in Christ. In this case, the essence of 
James’s question is that people whose lives do not include good works must 
not actually possess saving faith. Another option sees “saved” here as refer-
ring to being protected from the consequences of sin or from God’s earthly 
discipline from sin.2  In this case, the verse is saying that a person with saving 
faith that is not expressed in good deeds is essentially living in sin, which will 
result in natural consequences and God’s discipline.

A Practical Illustration (2:15-17)

James provided a very practical illustration to help readers understand his 
point. He returned to the theme of how Christians should treat the needy; a 
subject he had already mentioned in 2:2-4. Clearly, the command to love our 
neighbor would lead a person to have compassion on a needy brother or sis-
ter. However, James said that simply having compassion is not enough. One 
who has truly trusted Jesus will not simply feel compassion or wish the poor 
person well but will do something to meet his/her needs. James put an excla-
mation point on the illustration that it would be silly to wish a needy person 
well without providing help for them, and it is just as silly to think that faith 
would not be accompanied by deeds.
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A Counter Argument Rebutted (2:18-19)

One of the best ways to strengthen a position is to consider objections to the 
argument and how to counter them. In this vein, James introduced a point 
someone might make against his thesis. The hypothetical opponent said, 
“You have faith; I have deeds.” The objector was arguing that faith and deeds 
can be separated into two different experiences or gifts. James viewed this 
as foolishness and countered that “I will show you my faith by what I do.” In 
other words, the two are inseparable as works are the outward proof of inner 
faith. Finally, he reinforced his counter argument with the extreme example 
of demons. Demons believe that God is the one true God, yet they do not act 
on this belief, so it does not benefit them.

Scriptural Examples That Obedience Accompanies Faith 
(2:20-25)

2:20. James continued to rebut his objector, asking if he wanted evidence 
that faith by itself is “useless.” James 1:26, 2:14, 2:16, and 2:20 speak of the 
uselessness of faith alone. James 2:17 and 2:26 say faith without works is 
“dead.” The two terms are not synonyms but are used in a parallel fashion to 
communicate the gravity of James’s point: having faith without works (such 
as taming one’s tongue (1:26), caring for the marginalized (1:27), and being 
impartial (2:9) is not adequate.

2:21-25. Next, James provided the evidence mentioned in verse 20 by ap-
pealing to Scripture. James presented these historical arguments as the final 
proof of his case.3 James phrased verse 21 as a question, but his point was 
that when Abraham obediently offered Isaac as a sacrifice to God he was “con-
sidered righteous.” The word translated “considered righteous” is literally 
“justified.” Genesis 15:6 states that Abraham was “justified” when he believed 
God’s promise to give him an heir through which Abraham would become a 
great nation. Paul repeated this idea in Romans 4:2-4.

James’ statement appears to be at odds with Paul and Genesis 15:6. How 
do we reconcile this? According to Thomas Constable, “justified” means to 
declare a person righteous in view of the law, not to make that one righteous 
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in conduct.4  Paul spoke of Abraham being declared righteous when he first 
believed God’s promise. James spoke of Abraham being declared righteous 
years later when he gave evidence of his belief as he fixed Isaac on the altar 
of sacrifice. We might consider Genesis 15:6 as the record of Abraham’s new 
birth experience and his action of sacrificing Isaac (Genesis 22:9) as proof 
of his rebirth.5  In both cases, God would observe Abraham and declare him 
righteous.

In 22 and 23 James explained what was happening in Abraham’s story. 
Faith and actions were both involved reinforcing James’ point that you can-
not have one without the other. In fact, the actions brought completeness to 
the faith. We can picture this as a positive feedback loop something like this: 
faith leads to actions and actions lead to more mature faith, which leads to 
more actions; and so, the cycle continues through the discipleship process of 
a believer. James concluded his example from Abraham’s life by saying that 
the actions described in Genesis 22:9 fulfill the original declaration made by 
God in Genesis 15:6.

James closed his example from Abraham’s life in verse 24 by stating his 
conclusion that the story demonstrates one is justified by faith leading to 
works and not by faith alone. James began the verse “You see,” which is a 
plural verb form in the Greek. This indicates that James was returning to 
his collective readers (from the objector of verse 18) to make this conclusory 
statement.6 

In verse 25, James provided one last illustration to prove his point. He 
moved from the story of Abraham, the father of the Jews, to Rahab, a Gentile 
prostitute. This demonstrated that the need for works to accompany faith 
is universal. James made the same case for Rahab as for Abraham, “she was 
considered righteous for what she did,” not simply for what she believed. 
The story of Rahab is in Joshua 2 and 6. The Old Testament never points 
out that Rahab had faith, however, it is implicit in Joshua 2:11. Further, He-
brews 11:31 specifically says that Rahab aided the Israelite spies because of 
her faith.
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James Rests His Case (2:26)

Having presented practical, logical, and historical evidence for his thesis, 
James rested his case with a dramatic restatement of his point. Faith without 
works is akin to a body without a spirit. This is a powerful word picture as it is 
easy to see how useless a body without a spirit is. Likewise, faith unaccompa-
nied by works is useless to the individual and to the kingdom of God.

Focusing on the Meaning

Modern scholarship has explained that James and Paul do not contradict one 
another. Paul argued for salvation through faith alone while James argued 
that works should accompany the faith of those who are already saved. Dis-
ciples who get hung up on this apparent contradiction will miss the point of 
this passage as well as the opportunity to apply it in their lives. Therefore, the 
first step in teaching this Scripture will be to ensure that those in your group 
are not distracted by the artificial conflict between Paul and James.

Once everyone is satisfied that James was not teaching salvation by 
works, you can move on to what James was teaching. This passage amplifies 
Ephesians 2:10, “For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do 
good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do,” and Matthew 5:16, 
“In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your 
good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.” The bottom line is that God’s 
people must be obediently involved in caring for other believers as well as 
non-believers. What should this look like and how much is enough?

These are good questions you and your class can explore together. The 
book of James provides several starting points you can discuss. These include 
obeying Scripture, taming the tongue, caring for orphans and widows (other 
marginalized people certainly need our care too), and caring for the impov-
erished. It is not enough simply to be nice to people. Loving our neighbors 
implies we are meeting needs. Are we doing this?

The Question to Explore for today’s lesson asks, “If I were arrested for 
being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict me?” Explore 
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this idea in terms of what needs are your group members already meeting in 
your church and in your larger community? Then consider what unmet needs 
might you work together to satisfy.

NOTES

 1 Craig L. Bloomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James: Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the 

New Testament, ed. Clinton E. Arnold, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), 25.

  2 Thomas L. Constable, “Dr. Constable’s Notes on James,” accessed April 4, 2021, planobi-

blechapel.org/tcon/notes/pdf/james.pdf, 50.

  3  Bloomberg and Kamell, James: Zondervan Exegetical Commentary, 136.

  4 Constable, 57.

  5 Constable, 57.

  6 Constable, 59.
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Lesson Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Give six members of the class a 4x6 card with one of these famous con-
tradictions below written on each card. Have each member read their 
contradiction and then briefly discuss each one. Ask the person with (f) 
to read their contradiction last.

   a.  If “Birds of a feather flock together,” then why is it that “Opposites 
attract”?

   b.  If “Clothes make the man,” is it also true that “You cannot judge a 
book by its cover”?

   c.  I’ve always thought that “Great minds think alike” until I heard 
that “Fools seldom differ.”

   d.  Always remember: “Laugh and the world laughs with you; weep 
and you weep alone,” but don’t forget that “Misery loves compa-
ny.”

   e.  When we need help, we say “Many hands make light work,” until 
we remember that “Too many cooks spoil the broth.”

   f.  “We are saved by grace through faith…and not by works.” It is also 
true that “faith without works is dead.”

   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

 2. Tell the class, that today’s lesson will explore this last statement under 
the title, “Making Faith Real.” Even though some would declare these 
last statements a contradiction, the truth is they are not. 
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Guide Bible Study

 3. Invite a class member to read James 2:14-17. Ask the class to gather in 
2-4 informal groups. Ask the groups to use smart phones, laptops, tab-
lets, etc. to do a Google search of two different topics. Half of the groups 
will search for— “Saving Faith” and half will search for “Dead Faith.” 
Allow time for members to search and gather ideas, and then guide a 
brief time of reports and discussion.

 4. Then say: James had just discussed, earlier in this chapter, the problem of 
partiality or favoritism in the church and the question posed in verse 14 
comes from that discussion. Christians should not be involved in partiali-
ty because they are to demonstrate their faith by how they behave—in this 
case—how they treat others. The verse also serves as James’ thesis for the 
rest of the chapter. James put an exclamation point on this illustration that 
it would be silly to wish a needy person well without providing for their needs 
and it is just as silly to think that faith would not be accompanied by works. 

 5. Call attention to James 2:18-19 and ask class members to read these 
verses silently. Ask: How does James respond to the person who says, “You 
have faith; I have deeds”? How does he use demons as an illustration?

 6. Read James 2:20-26. How does James use Abraham as evidence that 
faith and works go hand in hand? Read Romans 4:1-5. How does James 
use Rahab as evidence that faith without works is dead?

Encourage Application

 7. Remind class members that genuine faith is always expressed in works. 
We are saved by faith alone, but a faith that saves is never alone. We are 
called to demonstrate our faith on a daily basis by how we live. Read 
Ephesians 2:8-10. (Alternant Resource: Google Igniter Media and click 
on mini movies. Look for the movie, “You Do the Math,” which is based 
on this passage in James. Preview and consider showing it to the class.)



Lesson 5: Making Faith Real 71 

 8. Say: With this in mind, I have a question for you. I don’t want you to respond 
to this question now, but I want you to live with it during the coming week. 
What will you do this week to demonstrate the faith you claim to have?

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Ask: When you hear the word “contradiction” what do you think of? The 
dictionary defines contradiction this way— “A combination of statements, 
ideas, or features of a situation that are opposed to one another.” Can you 
think of a contradiction that fits this definition? Example: “If birds of a feath-
er flock together,” then why is it that “opposites attract?”

 2. Say: Today’s session presents to us what seems to be a contradiction but is 
not. 

Guide Bible Study

 3. Ask a class member to read James 2:14-19. Ask someone to describe the 
illustration and the point it is making. How does the statement about 
demons support this illustration?

 4. Read James 2:20-24. James’ statement appears to be at odds with Paul 
(Ephesians 2:8-10), Genesis 15:6, and Romans 4:1-5. How do we ex-
plain this? In the Teaching Guide, according to Thomas Constable, “jus-
tified” (2:24) means to declare a person righteous in view of the law, not 
to make that one righteous in conduct. Paul spoke of Abraham being 
declared righteous when he first believed God’s promise in Genesis 15:6 
and we could consider this his new salvation experience. James spoke of 
Abraham being declared righteous years later when he gave evidence of 
his belief as he fixed Isaac on the altar of sacrifice. This act of sacrificing 
Isaac (Genesis 22:9) serves as proof of his rebirth. In both cases, God 
would declare Abraham righteous.
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 5. Ask someone to read James 2:25-26. Ask: How does this passage of Rahab 
compare to or support Abraham’s experience?

Encourage Application

 6. Remind the class that genuine faith is always accompanied by works or 
deeds. We are saved by faith alone but a faith that saves is never alone. 
We are called to demonstrate our faith on a daily basis by how we live. 

 7. Some suggestions for demonstrating your faith on a daily basis: Type 
these on a half sheet of paper and provide a copy for each class member.

   a.  Pray daily for opportunities to demonstrate your faith and then to 
act on them.

   b. Strengthen your faith with a daily devotional.
   c. Step outside your comfort zone and do something to help others. 
   d.  Encourage and inspire others with your demonstrations of faith.
   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 

for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

 8. Say: With this in mind, I have a question for you. Don’t respond to this ques-
tion now, but I want you to think about it during the coming week. If I were 
arrested for being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict me?
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James 3:1-12
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Taming the Tongue

MAIN IDEA

The tongue has the power to direct, 
destroy, and delight.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

Do my words build up or do they tear 
down?

TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to understand that if 
they do not control their tongue, it 
will control them

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The book of James is extremely practical in nature. In fact, one author has lik-
ened it to a DIY or how-to guide for the Christian life.1 Chapter 1 dealt with 
the practical issues of facing trials and obeying God’s Word. Chapter 2 dealt 
with the practical issues of treating others with impartiality and putting faith 
into action. The rest of the epistle progresses in a similar style. The list-like 
fashion in which James addressed one matter after another, hints he was dis-
cussing real circumstances he knew his readers were facing or he witnessed 
in his church (or both).

Chapter 3 transitioned rather abruptly to some practical issues faced by 
teachers: namely guarding one’s speech and living according to godly wisdom. 
Although these practices are key for teachers, they are also extremely applica-
ble to all Christians. Today’s passage, James 3:1-12, relates to the importance 
of our speech. Proverbs, a book to which some compare James, spoke to the 
importance of words throughout its pages. For example, see Proverbs 15:1-7. 
Besides James, other New Testament passages such as Romans 1:29-30, Co-
lossians 3:8-9, and Ephesians 4:29a, warn of the danger of improper speech. 
The Bible also instructs us in the right way to speak. Examples of this include 
Colossians 4:6, Ephesians 4:15, Ephesians 4:29b, Ephesians 5:19, and 1 Peter 
3:15.

If the verses above were not enough, the Lord Jesus addressed the matter 
of our speech as well. In Matthew 12:34-35, Jesus explained that what we say 
stems from what is in our hearts. Our only hope of pure and edifying speech 
is to rely on the righteousness of Christ and His Spirit within us. James knew 
this and today’s passage ultimately points us in the same direction.



Lesson 6: Taming the Tongue 75 

Interpreting the Scriptures

A Caution Regarding Spiritual Leadership (3:1)

Having concluded his argument that deeds should accompany faith; James 
shifted his attention to the work of teachers. Verse 1 warns that “not many 
of you should become teachers.” Who did James mean by “teachers?” It is 
possible he was referring to the men we would think of as pastors. One sup-
port for this argument is that the end of the verse says, “we who teach will be 
judged more strictly.” James, who was the pastor of the church in Jerusalem, 
included himself in those to whom he referred. However, if James intended 
to speak solely of pastors, he could have used a word like “elder,” “overseer,” 
or “shepherd,” which are the most common New Testament terms describing 
pastors. Rather, he used didaskolos, which refers more generally to leaders 
who teach the church.

James then explained that not many should want to be teachers because 
teachers faced a stricter judgment. Why are teachers held so accountable? 
Through what they say and do, teachers can influence large numbers of Chris-
tians positively or negatively. In fact, in even a small church one teacher could 
potentially lead dozens or hundreds of people astray over a period of years. 
Therefore, God takes the teaching role quite seriously and as a result, imposes 
sterner judgment on teachers.

Further Explanation for the Warning (3:2)

James continued explaining the danger of being a teacher. He said it was 
very easy to stumble, especially in our speech. In fact, if someone could avoid 
inappropriate speech, he/she would be “perfect.” Note that perfect does not 
mean sinless. Rather, it carries the sense of being mature or complete.2 The 
idea is that failures of speech are common and since teachers perform their 
job via the spoken word, they are at risk of harming their hearers with faulty 
words.

Scholars do not agree whether the remainder of the chapter continues 
to address teachers or a broader audience. The fact that James began verse 
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2 by writing “we all,” could mean that he intended to shift the focus to a 
larger audience.3 On the other hand, if verse 1 is the only part of the chapter 
that speaks about teachers, it is sorely out of place. Further, the following 
paragraph that describes the power of the tongue is especially applicable to 
teachers who wield great influence through their words. However, even if all 
of chapter 3 relates to teachers (and I believe it does), the principles apply to 
all Christians.

Three Metaphors to Demonstrate the Power of the Tongue 
(3:3-6)

3:3-5. James indicated the serious nature of human speech by comparing 
the tongue to three relatively small things that have powerful effects. A horse 
is an immensely powerful animal, yet it can be controlled with a small bit. A 
large ship requires much force to change its momentum, yet a comparatively 
small rudder does just that. A forest fire releases massive amounts of energy, 
yet it starts with just a small spark. Likewise, our words can have powerful 
effects for good or for bad.

3:6. Verse 6 elaborates on the destructive nature of sinful speech through a 
continuation of the fire metaphor in which James likens the tongue to a blaz-
ing flame. Fire is capable of great damage and can quickly get out of control. 
Likewise, the tongue can cause damage when we speak hurtfully, untruthful-
ly, or speak words that lead others astray. But the tongue does not do damage 
alone, “it corrupts the whole body,” (or “whole person” depending on which 
translation one reads.) In fact, the tongue’s damage goes beyond the body to 
the “whole course” of an individual’s life. People who are consistently guilty 
of sins of speech suffer consequences in other realms of life, especially in 
relationships with others.

The 1984 version of the NIV says the tongue “corrupts the whole per-
son” in the second sentence of verse 6. The 2011 version says, “whole body.” 
“Body” is the literal translation of the Greek soma, but the word can refer to 
the whole person. Interestingly, in this context it may also be an allusion to 
a church body. James may have intended a double meaning, saying that cor-
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rupt teaching, divisive speech, and other improper uses of the tongue could 
corrupt not simply an individual but also a congregation.4

More on the Difficulty of Controlling the Tongue (3:7-8)

Next, James reinforced the notion of how hard it is to control the tongue by 
using a word picture. He reminded his readers that humans had been able to 
“tame” all manner of wildlife but still could not “tame” the tongue. “Tamed” 
translates the Greek damazo and here it might be better rendered as “sub-
dued.”5 Many animals have been employed in human service without truly 
being tamed. Yet, James’s point is still well taken; we cannot even subdue our 
tongues, much less tame them, apart from the Holy Spirit.

The Duplicitous Nature of Human Speech (3:9-12)

3:9-10. To clarify the kind of problems he was referring to in his condemna-
tion of faulty human speech, James provided an example in verse 9. He said 
we use our voices both to praise “our Lord and Father” and to “curse human 
beings.” However, this is hypocritical and illogical because people bear God’s 
“likeness” (Genesis 1:26). To praise God and curse people is as ridiculous as 
telling a person they are attractive but that their own child (who is the spit-
ting image) is ugly. Verse 10 essentially restates verse 9 (a common practice 
in Jewish literature) and then admonishes that “this should not be.” In the 
body of Christ, we cannot have teachers, or anyone else, who blesses God 
with one breath and belittles human beings with the next.

3:11-12. James wrapped up this section of his letter with some examples 
from nature, which illustrate the incompatibility of speech that is high to-
ward God but low toward people. He asks two questions expecting negative 
answers to both. One spring cannot produce salty and fresh water. Similar-
ly, a fig tree cannot produce olives, nor a grapevine grow figs. Likewise, our 
speech should not be duplicitous; we should speak in positive uplifting ways 
to God and about God and do the same in reference to others.
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Focusing on the Meaning

If you are reading this study, it is probably because you teach a class or group 
in your church. The first step in applying this section of Scripture is for you to 
make sure you are submitting your speech to the Lord. With the Holy Spirit’s 
help, do your words proclaim the truth of Scripture accurately? With the Holy 
Spirit’s help, do your words provide a proper concept of God’s nature and 
character? With the Holy Spirit’s help, do your words encourage and uplift 
your learners, family, coworkers, etc.?

The benefits of developing godly habits in what we say are important. As 
James told us, this is a mark of maturity for the individual. Further, when 
members speak edifying and encouraging words instead of hurtful and di-
visive words, the church is built up in peace and unity. However, developing 
this type of mature speech is not easy.

James made clear that the tongue is powerful and in our own strength 
we are unable to control our speech. James also made clear that our speech 
can influence “the whole course” of our lives. This is reflected in the old say-
ing, “watch your words for they become your actions, watch your actions for 
they become your habits, watch your habits for they become your destiny.” 
Just as James stressed obedience to the teachings of God in chapter 1 and 
good deeds in chapter 2, it is not acceptable for Christians to live with sinful 
speech habits. How can we overcome such a powerful force? We can infer 
that James’ solution is for God’s people to live under the control of the Holy 
Spirit, so He is the One controlling what we say.6

NOTES

 1  Paul A. Cedar, James, 1, 2 Peter, Jude, in The Communicator’s Commentary, vol. 11, (Waco, 

TX: Word Books, 1984), p. 11.
 2  Bob Utley, “Jesus’ Half Brothers Speak: James and Jude,” accessed April 16, 2021, http://

www.freebiblecommentary.org/new_testament_studies/VOL11/VOL11_03.html.
 3  Craig L. Bloomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James: Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the 

New Testament, ed. Clinton E. Arnold, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), pp. 150-152.
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 4  Ralph P. Martin, James. Word Biblical Commentary, vol 48, (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1988), 

p. 123.
 5  Thomas L. Constable, “Dr. Constable’s Notes on James,” accessed April 16, 2021, planobi-

blechapel.org/tcon/notes/pdf/james.pdf, p. 68.
 6  Cedar, pp. 11, 73.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. On an erasable white board, chalk board, or a large piece of butcher/art 
paper—draw a line down the middle. At the top of one half write, “The 
Negative Tongue” and at the top of the other half write, “The Positive 
Tongue.” Guide the class to brainstorm ideas for each of these topics by 
asking: What does the negative tongue produce? and What does the positive 
tongue produce?

   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

 2. The tongue can be used to curse or bless others. Read Luke 6:45. Then 
ask: What does this passage express about the origins of the words we speak? 
Allow a brief time of response and then say, based on this verse, I think 
it is safe to say, “The words we speak are an indication of what is in our 
hearts.” Today, we will explore ways we can control our tongues through 
the power of God’s Holy Spirit.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Ask a class member to read James 3:1-2. Ok, let’s take a vote. After 
reading these verses, how many of you want to be teachers? Why or why 
not?

 4. In advance, enlist a class member who enjoys doing research to prepare 
a report on James 3:3-8. Suggest they use the Study Guide and printed 
or online commentaries as helpful tools to do their research. Ask your 
researcher to prepare a 5-minute interpretation of this passage. Ask 
your researcher not to only report what he found in these verses about 
the tongue, but what was the conclusion given in verse 8.
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 5. Read James 3:9-12. Mini Lecture from the Teaching Guide: To clarify 
the kind of problems he was referring to in his condemnation of faulty 
human speech, James provided an example in verse 9. He said we use 
our voice both to praise “our Lord and Father” and to “curse human 
beings.” However, this is hypocritical and illogical because people bear 
God’s “likeness” (Genesis 1:26). To praise God and curse people is as 
ridiculous as telling an identical twin they are attractive, but the other 
twin is ugly. Verse 10 essentially restates verse 9 (a common practice 
in Jewish literature) and then admonishes that “this should not be.” 
In the body of Christ, we cannot have anyone, who blesses God with 
one breath and belittles human beings with the next. James wrapped 
up this section of the passage by asking two questions expecting nega-
tive answers to both. One spring cannot produce salty and fresh water. 
Similarly, a fig tree cannot produce olives, nor a grapevine grow figs. 
Likewise, our words should speak in positive ways to God and about 
God and do the same for others.

Encourage Application

 6. Do our words build up or do they tear down? The tongue has the power 
to direct, destroy, and delight. If we don’t allow the Holy Spirit to help 
us control our tongue, it will control us. Alternant Resource: Search the 
Internet for Douglastalks.com and find and show the video entitled, “Words 
are Powerful” (taming the tongue).

 7. The benefits of developing godly habits in what we say are important. As 
James told us, this is a mark of maturity for followers of Christ. When 
members speak edifying and encouraging words instead of hurtful and 
divisive words, the church experiences peace and unity. However, devel-
oping this type of mature speech is not easy.
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 8. Please consider the questions below. Ask God to help you control the 
words that come out of your mouth.

   • Do your words proclaim the truth, no matter what the situation?
   • Do your words express a God-like nature and character?
   •  Do your words encourage and uplift your peers, family, coworkers, 

etc.?
   (A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 

this study at www.gc2press.org.)

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Write on a focal wall the title of this lesson—Taming the Tongue. Why 
does the tongue need to be tamed? Can it be tamed? If so, how?

 2. The Teaching Guide tells us that James, in chapter 3 transitioned rath-
er abruptly to some practical issues faced by teachers: namely guard-
ing one’s speech and living according to godly wisdom. Although these 
practices are key for teachers, they are also extremely applicable to all 
Christians. Today’s passage, James 3:1-12, answers the questions we 
have been discussing.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Read James 3:1-2. What does James say about the gift of teaching? 
Why are teachers held so accountable? Through what they say and do, 
teachers can influence large numbers of Christians positively or nega-
tively. God takes the teaching role quite seriously and as a result, impos-
es sterner judgment on teachers.

 4. Three examples or metaphors that demonstrate the Power of the 
Tongue are found in the following verses. Ask a member to read verses 
3:3-8. Through a discussion of these verses, guide the class to identify 
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the three metaphors and to explain each one. Ask: What point was James 
making?

 5. Ask the class to read James 3:9-12 silently. What are the two ways the 
tongue can be used? What examples does he give of incompatibility? 
What is James saying to those of us who have placed our faith and trust 
in God?

Encourage Application

 6. The tongue can be used to curse or bless others. We have discovered 
that the tongue is so powerful that we, by ourselves, cannot tame it. So, 
what can we do? The overall context of James tells us that God’s people 
will need to live under the control of the Holy Spirit so He is the One 
controlling what we say. Stay close to God and He will help you tame 
your tongue.

 7. Close by reading the “Prayer for this Study,” Words Matter, located in the 
back of your Study Guide.
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The Right Kind 
of Wisdom

MAIN IDEA

Do not allow your hurts to turn into 
hate. You can become bitter or better.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

What sacrifices am I willing to make 
to get God’s wisdom?

TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to understand that 
when God grows purity and peace in 
them, then they can plant it in others

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 

Focal Text

James 3:13-18

Background

Proverbs 4:3-7; 
Psalm 1:1-3
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

In the immediate context of today’s passage, verse 13 makes a transition 
from emphasis on speech to emphasis on wisdom. This transition is not as 
abrupt as it may seem because control of the tongue is an important theme 
in wisdom literature.1 Further, wisdom is an important trait for teachers to 
exercise. But is this meant solely for teachers? The broader context helps an-
swer this.

One broader context for today’s Scripture is James 3 as a chapter. James 
3:1 indicates that James was addressing those who teach or desire to teach 
the church. While not all commentators agree that the entire chapter ad-
dresses teachers, it appears that it does. However, the truths of chapter 3 are 
applicable to all Christians. Leaders must be accountable to Christian stan-
dards for the sake of the church. However, throughout the New Testament, 
expectations for spiritual leaders are not greater than what is expected of all 
believers.

The next broader context for verses 13-18 is the book of James as a whole. 
Wisdom is one of the three key themes in this letter (the other two being 
trials in the Christian life and riches/poverty.)2 Further, as James expected 
the word to be lived out in chapter 1 and faith to be lived out in chapter 2, 
likewise he expected godly wisdom to be practical and not simply cognitive.

Finally, the whole Bible supplies broader context for this passage. Other 
Bible books also speak of the importance of wisdom for God’s people. Today’s 
background passages are examples of this. Proverbs 4:3-7 is a plea to get wis-
dom and follow its guidance. One more point to keep in mind, the Hebrew 
understanding of wisdom contained a strong moral component (as you can 
see from Psalm 1:1-3) as well as being extremely practical.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Introduction of Wisdom (3:13)

James shifted to the idea of wisdom by asking who is “wise and understand-
ing?” His phrasing reflects an Old Testament concept of a teacher who was 
able to put spiritual truths into practice.3 Again, wisdom is not limited to 
teachers. In fact, James taught in 1:5 that anyone who lacked wisdom should 
ask God for it.

With his usual emphasis on practicality, James continued verse 13 that 
those who had wisdom and understanding should demonstrate it with a good 
life. He spelled out what that meant by saying the wise should have “deeds 
done in the humility that comes from wisdom.” The word “humility” here 
could also be translated “gentleness” or “meekness.”4 Likely, you have heard 
pastors describe the meaning of this word as a horse that has been tamed or 
strength under control. People with wisdom and understanding will put it 
into practice with a humble, kind demeanor.

The Wrong Kind of Wisdom (3:14-16)

3:14. Apparently, James had witnessed a kind of wisdom at work that was 
the opposite of what he described in verse 13, and he turned his attention 
to this wrong kind of wisdom in verse 14.5 People with “bitter envy” and 
“selfish ambition” held this false wisdom. Envy, or jealousy, often goes hand 
in hand with selfishness. Rather than being happy for their brothers and sis-
ters, those who want to promote themselves tend to want what others have 
whether that be position, power, or possessions. Further, in this case, “selfish 
ambition” referred to leaders whose attitudes insisted on their own way and 
so created strife among the body.6

James told his readers not to “boast” about having that kind of wisdom. 
We can infer that this is exactly what some of these people were doing. Un-
fortunately, in their boasting they were denying the truth about godly wis-
dom because Godly wisdom, as James stated in verse 1, is characterized by 
humility.7
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3:15. Having condemned the kind of wisdom that promotes one’s own 
agenda above others, James next explained the source of this false wisdom. 
“Earthly” means it is a part of the worldly system; that is the system of in-
stitutions still operating in a fallen manner. It does not come from God’s 
supernatural realm, but rather from the strictly carnal realm. Ultimately, its 
source is the devil, and demonic forces are always in opposition to what God 
wants and does. Interestingly, James’ description involves the three things 
all Christians struggle against, the world, the flesh, and the devil.8

3:16. James closed his discussion of false wisdom with a description of its 
results. First, he reminded his readers that this kind of wisdom is bound up 
in “envy and selfish ambition.” Then he explained wherever those exist one 
also finds “disorder and every evil practice.” This is a very stern warning. Dis-
order is an opposite of peace, which comes with godly wisdom. In fact, 1 Cor-
inthians 14:33 tells us that “God is not a God of disorder but of peace.” Tied 
to disorder comes “every evil practice.” James does not take anything off the 
table. When we let this false wisdom function unchecked in our churches, the 
result will be sin of every kind.

The Right Kind of Wisdom (3:17-18)

3:17. Having warned readers of the dire nature of ungodly wisdom, James 
proceeded to describe true godly wisdom. James made clear contrasts be-
tween the wisdom whose source is demonic and the wisdom whose source is 
heavenly. Godly wisdom is “pure,” meaning free from the bad things associat-
ed with false wisdom. It is “peace-loving” rather than steeped in disorder. It 
is “considerate,” or concerned with others as opposed to the selfish ambition 
that comes with the wrong kind of wisdom.

Further, godly wisdom is “submissive.” The word translated here as “sub-
missive” is not found anywhere else in the New Testament, so translators 
struggle some with it. However, it carries the idea of being reasonable and 
willing to submit to reasonable ideas.9 This is another characteristic of godly 
wisdom that contrasts with the envy and selfish ambition found in ungodly 
wisdom.
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As James continued describing true wisdom, he linked two character-
istics. He said this wisdom has “mercy and good fruit.” Both of these terms 
reflect a concern for the needy that results in actions.10 Here again as with 
true religion and true faith, James expected true wisdom to result in actions, 
namely good deeds.

The final descriptors of wisdom are “impartial and sincere.” The word 
translated “impartial” is another one that appears only once in the New Tes-
tament. It implies someone who is completely devoted to God.11 However, 
James may have been tying wisdom back to his warning in chapter 2 that 
Christians should not show prejudice toward others.12 “Sincere” means that 
this wisdom is without hypocrisy. The final quality of godly wisdom then, is a 
devotion to God that precludes any double mindedness.

3:18. James concluded this section on wisdom with a contrast to verse 16. 
Sixteen said that where Godly wisdom is not exercised, disorder and evil 
would be manifest. To the contrary, teachers who exercise Godly wisdom 
would be concerned with peace. They do not use their platform to create 
strife among the body. Their ministry sows into the life of the church and the 
result is a harvest of righteousness. In this way, the church grows in peace 
and sanctification rather than disorder and evil.

Note again, that this principle applies to all Christians. Any Christian 
who wishes to exercise Godly wisdom will be concerned with peace. They will 
work for peace between God and people and relational peace in the body of 
Christ. In so doing, they will nurture righteousness in the lives of others.

Focusing on the Meaning

As with last week’s session, it is important to begin this week considering 
your own life and ministry. Does the trajectory of your life demonstrate godly 
wisdom as James has described it? Regardless of how you answer that, be-
ginning your study this week by asking God to give you His wisdom is a wise 
starting point.
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As stated above, Godly wisdom is for all Christians, not just teachers. 
We live during trying times in which we are experiencing racial tension, so-
cial unrest, and changing cultural norms. Navigating our society right now 
calls for godly wisdom. James’ clear descriptions of the two kinds of wisdom 
lend themselves to diagnostic questions. Learners can ask which of James’ 
descriptors chronically characterize their lives. This may give them a feel for 
which wisdom is more prevalent in them.

Utilizing verse 15, it may also be helpful for learners to explore their 
sources for information. Information does not equal wisdom but is tied to 
it. If Christians receive most of their knowledge from worldly, carnal sourc-
es, they are more likely to develop the wrong kind of wisdom. Conversely, if 
Christians immerse themselves in Scripture and other Christian sources of 
information, they are more likely to develop godly wisdom.

The “Main Idea” and “Question to Explore” at the top of this lesson merit 
consideration. We all experience trials of varying degrees. Things like finan-
cial problems, relationship difficulties, health problems, etc. enter every life 
and give us the opportunity to grow bitter. As James 3:14 teaches, bitterness 
is not from God. Recognizing bitterness in our lives gives us a chance to grow 
in wisdom.

Ultimately, the application of this passage (just like last week with tam-
ing the tongue) is a matter of God’s power, not ours. We cannot develop godly 
wisdom in our own power. However, God can give it to us, and He can give it 
in increasing measure as we follow Him consistently. The more we take chal-
lenges, questions, and decisions to Him, the more of His wisdom we develop. 
Are we willing to invest in our relationship with Christ enough to receive His 
wisdom?

NOTES

 1 Craig L. Bloomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James: Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the 

New Testament, ed. Clinton E. Arnold, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), 171.

 2 Bloomberg and Kamell, 26.
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 5 Bloomberg and Kamell, 172.

 6 Utley.

 7 Utley.

 8 Constable, 73.

 9 Constable, 73.
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 11 Constable, 74.
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Lesson Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Search on Google for a site called Adobe Stock (free images). Adobe 
Stock will have a search window where you can type in the word “wis-
dom.” Choose images that express some type of wisdom, print them, 
and post them on a focal wall. You might choose such images as: an owl, 
an older person sharing with a young person, an open Bible, etc. What 
do these images say to you about wisdom or the source of wisdom?

   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

 2. Today we will discover the right kind of wisdom that all of us should 
possess. We will also explore this idea: When God grows purity and peace 
in us, then we can plant it in others.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Ask a class member to read James 3:13-16. Ask the class to read these 
verses again silently and then seek answers to three questions:

   a.  If a person is wise, how does that person demonstrate their wis-
dom?

   b.  If a person is not wise, how does that person demonstrate their 
lack of wisdom?

   c.  What are the results of a lack of wisdom?
   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 

for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

 4. Before reading the below passage, please refer to the Teacher Resource 
Items for word scramble activity that accompanies this step. Read James 
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3:17-18. What are the characteristics of wisdom that come from God? List 
these characteristics on a focal wall. Which one of these characteristics is the 
most important one and why?

   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

 5. Mini Lecture: Christians who wish to exercise godly wisdom will promote 
and support peace. Peace between God and people and peace within the 
church is vitally important. If a follower of Christ can help produce and sup-
port peace, they will then be better prepared to guide and nurture righteous-
ness in the lives of others. Remember, we cannot develop the right kind of 
wisdom (godly) in our own power. However, God can give it to us if we will 
ask and obey Him more consistently.

Encourage Application

 6. Does your life and my life demonstrate godly wisdom as James has described 
it? Regardless of how we answer this question, maybe the first thing we 
should do this week is to ask God to give us His wisdom.

 7. Here is a question to live with this week: What sacrifices am I willing to 
make to get God’s wisdom?

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Write the following statement on a focal wall (erasable board, chalk 
board, or large art paper): Before you speak let your words pass through 
three gates—Is it true? Is it necessary? Is it kind? Ask: Can you think of 
any other gates we should pass through? Why are these gates important?
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 2. According to the Teaching Guide: In the context of today’s passage, James 
makes a transition from emphasis on speech to emphasis on wisdom. Control 
of the tongue is an important theme in wisdom literature.

 3. Say: Today, we will discover the right kind of wisdom that should be pos-
sessed by all Christians—not just teachers.

 4. Ask the class to read James 3:13-16 silently. Say, According to our Study 
Guide: Our goal should be to change the narrative of earthly wisdom to a 
spiritual one. If you have been taught to treat people the way they treat you, 
why not take it a step further by treating people better than they treat you, 
which will lead to treating them the way you want to be treated.

   a.  How does this passage describe a person who demonstrates wis-
dom?

   b.  How does this passage describe a person who lacks wisdom?

 5. Brainstorm this question: In addition to this passage, what are some char-
acteristics of godly wisdom. Ask a class member to jot these on a focal wall 
as they are shared.

 6. Read James 3:17-18. Ask, What does this passage tell us about wisdom 
that comes from God?

 7. Say, Remember, this principle of wisdom applies to all Christians. Any Chris-
tian who exercises godly wisdom will promote peace inside and outside the 
church.

Encourage Application

 8. Mini Lecture: Wisdom from God makes us complete in our daily walk. It 
gives us clarity of thought and helps us make better decisions. It also helps us 
cope with difficult attitudes and behaviors of others. And finally, it can help 
us be more at home with ourselves and can give us confidence as we face the 
uncertainty of each day.
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 9. A question to consider this week: Ask, What are you willing to do to ex-
perience God’s wisdom? Maybe we should start with prayer—asking God to 
show us how we can have His wisdom and then asking Him to help us express 
His wisdom appropriately.

 10. Close by asking a class member to read Proverbs 4:3-7.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

As he penned chapter 4, James moved toward the end of his masterful and 
challenging treatise on the Christian life. But before closing his letter, he re-
iterated some very important things that could bear repetition.

So, for the sake of emphasis, James returned to some of the key themes 
and deep concerns he had addressed previously. In earlier lessons, we re-
ceived firm teachings about the clear distinctions between walking the walk 
of Christlikeness versus hypocrisy, favoritism versus equality in the church, 
wisdom versus folly, and the lifestyle of the world versus the life of the Spirit.

James saw the utter destructiveness that pride and arrogance brought 
into the body of Christ. Early Christians included persons from a wide range 
of social classes and economic status. Those first believers shared the com-
mon stack pole of the Lordship of Christ. But secular, worldly categories, 
alongside stubborn human nature with its sinful failures, could wreak havoc 
on the unity of the church fellowship and its effective witness.

James emphasized the importance of humility as the glue that held to-
gether the many diverse elements that otherwise may produce conflict and 
thereby threaten the mission of the faithful.

Interpreting the Scriptures

War and Peace—Which Will It Be? (4:1-4)

4:1. James continued his closing note of chapter 3—peace cannot emerge 
when the community is rife with “bitter envy and selfish ambition” (James 
3:14, 16). So, James strongly condemned those who claimed to follow Christ 
but were the sources of divisive conflict. Each individual believer must face—
and tame—their own internal struggles between following Christ and fol-
lowing one’s own personal, self-centered desires.
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4:2-3. With bluntly direct exhortation, James described their behavior as 
covetous killers! Sounding much like the prophet in Hosea 4:1-3, he accused 
them of violating the core tenets of their covenant relationship with God—
the Ten Commandments.

You go and get what you want, even if you must resort to killing others to 
get it. “Thou shalt not covet”—but you do anyway. “Thou shalt not kill”—but 
you are willing to go that far. No, there certainly is no literal bloodshed; but 
you continually violate the clear interpretation that Jesus gave to us in Mat-
thew 5:21-26. In your greed, you are killing others as a lifestyle. Admit your 
sinful failure as inconsistent Christ-followers.

If you truly depended upon God in faith, then you would have all you 
need. Ask for God’s provision for your needs and you will receive enough. But 
you want more and more.

4:4. You must make a clear choice. Will you follow God, as revealed in Je-
sus and through His Spirit’s leadership in your life? Or will you follow the 
self-centered practices that are common in a world that both resists the ways 
of God and rejects the self-sacrificial gospel of Christ?

You simply cannot “cozy up” to the world’s standards and expect to be-
come more and more God-like. You cannot be faithful to what God calls you 
to do and, at the same time, “fit in” and “go along” with the secular society 
all around you. So, will you be “street-wise” in how the world works? Or will 
you reflect the Godly wisdom that undergirds the kingdom of God? You must 
choose sides—either sin or God (see Romans 6:20-23). Whom will you serve?

Submit Thoroughly to God’s Ways (4:5-10)

4:5-6. God never takes lightly our unfaithful hypocrisy. For the seriously 
dedicated Christian, a consistently consecrated life is mandatory. The judg-
ment of God upon our wrongdoing is real. Yet God loves us enough to con-
front us with our rebellion.

Even when we fail or fall, God seeks us out with more grace to redeem us 
(recall how a shepherd seeks his precious lost sheep, Matthew 18:12-14). In 
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the Old Testament tradition, God responds positively to humility in the life 
of the believer (see Proverbs 3:34).

4:7-10. What follows is a list of imperative commands to guide Christians 
to do God’s will in their lives. Faithful Christians submit to God’s way of do-
ing things. In their ethical behavior toward others, they keep their heart’s 
motives unmixed and pure; they keep their hands’ actions moral and clean. 
Authentic Christians engage in genuine sadness and repentant grief before 
God, not arrogant and light-hearted sinfulness.

Resisting the devil and drawing near to God bring the successes of God’s 
constant presence in life—no matter what comes. Christian humility and 
submission to God will always result in victory—God will “lift you up.”

However, in the Background Passage (Romans 7:15-25) for this week’s 
lesson from James, Paul acknowledged the deep struggle so often involved in 
the Christian life. We are sometimes sorely tempted to go “the other way.” As 
Paul honestly described it so well:

I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not 
do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree 
that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it 
is sin living in me. For I know that good itself does not dwell in me, 
that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, 
but I cannot carry it out. For I do not do the good I want to do, but 
the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing. Now if I do what 
I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in 
me that does it.

So I find this law at work: Although I want to do good, evil is right 
there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see 
another law at work in me, waging war against the law of my mind 
and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within me. What 
a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body that is 
subject to death? Thanks be to God, who delivers me through Jesus 
Christ our Lord!
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So then, I myself in my mind am a slave to God’s law, but in my 
sinful nature a slave to the law of sin.

Judgment Belongs Only to God (4:11-12)

All believers within the Christian family must treat each other with deep re-
spect and empathy. So, James raises once again the issue of proper speech 
(see Lesson 6).

A common human tendency is to talk negatively about (“speak against”) 
others when they are not present in the conversation to defend themselves. 
It is even tempting to make a fellow Christian look bad in the eyes of the 
group—and especially if that makes us look good!

James directly confronted such slanderous behavior. And based upon 
Old Testament covenant principles for the treatment of one’s neighbor, he 
challenged the practice as unbiblical. He reminded them of their biblical eth-
ics. “Thou shalt not bear false witness” as your selfish, underhanded way to 
condemn another person. Tell the truth. Keep your words straight and true, 
not devious and judgmental. The same God who gave us the principles in 
Scripture will judge our behavior by them.

Live out your Christian discipleship in humble faithfulness. Let God be 
the judge—of your life as well as the lives of everyone else.

Focusing on the Meaning

The kingdom of God works much differently than the world does. And, when 
we are in Christ, we experience a series of simple paradoxes that give our lives 
meaning and depth.

To receive most richly, we give away. “It is more blessed to give than to 
receive.”

To live our fullest lives, we die to self. “Whoever would save his life must 
lose it.”

Yes, we win by losing (that is certainly not the common cultural principle 
in America today).
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To receive our loftiest station from God, we must humble ourselves. That 
is what James said here. He sounded much like Jesus who called everyone to 
an abundant life to be lived by the principles of the kingdom of God—not like 
the kingdom-makers of this world.

Jesus taught grace-filled servanthood, not dictatorial mastery over the 
group. With words and by example, Jesus taught His followers to serve, not 
to be served. In His last precious hours with the disciples before His death, 
Jesus took a basin of water and a towel and did the work of a lowly servant 
(John 13:1-17).

And during that same night with them, Jesus prepared His disciples—
and all His followers throughout the centuries to come—to separate them-
selves from the world. Jesus said:

“If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged 
to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the 
world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates 
you. Remember what I told you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If 
they persecuted me, they will persecute you also. If they obeyed my teaching, 
they will obey yours also. They will treat you this way because of my name, for 
they do not know the one who sent me” (John 15:18-21).
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Lesson Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Write Humility on the whiteboard. Make copies of the “I’m Not God” 
and “Pride is” handouts for each participant (A copy of this assign-
ment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.
gc2press.org.)

 2. As learners arrive, pair them up and have them discuss the meaning of 
humility. Recruit volunteers to read James 4:1-6 from different trans-
lations. Recruit another volunteer to read Romans 7:15-20. After most 
learners arrive, ask the class to define humility.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Read James 4:1-6. Ask the volunteers recruited to read their transla-
tions as learners listen for James’ accusations. Have learners call them 
out and write them on the whiteboard.

  • Read James 4:1-2a. Ask: How does James say Christians hurt one an-
other through pride? Does pride cause us to hurt others? Allow time for 
responses.

  • Read James 4:2b-3. Draw a line down the center of the whiteboard. 
Write 1st Century on one side and 21st Century on the other. Divide 
the class into two groups. Have group one name ways pride hindered 
God’s work in the first century and group two how it does so today. 
Write responses on the whiteboard.

  • Read James 4:4-6. Use the following questions to brainstorm ways 
pride hurts us:

   °  How does being friends with the world make us God’s enemy?
   ° Why is God jealous?
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   ° Why does God resist the proud and give grace to the humble?

 4. Ask the volunteer to read Romans 7:15-20. Lead discussion using the 
following questions:

  • What does Paul say is the source of outward sin?
  • How does Romans line up with James?
  • Why does James claim pride is so dangerous?
  • Why is humility important?
   ° Say: Pride is the sin that made Satan who he is!
   °  Distribute the “Pride is” handout. Say: Pride is believing we are more 

than we are—we are big; God is small.
  (A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 

this study at www.gc2press.org.)

 5. Ask participants to read James 4:7-10 silently. Say: Humility begins with 
an awareness that we cannot handle sin and temptation; we need God’s help. 
The journey involves:

  • Submitting to God—drawing near to Him—and resisting evil. James in-
sists faith is active, so one must actively resist Satan.

  • Engaging in private and public acts of contrition. We are tempted by Sa-
tan and our own desires. We are sinful and double-minded.

  • Admitting one’s guilt and asking for forgiveness. Repentance must be 
heartfelt: one must be truly sorrowful. Our weakness should be humiliat-
ing.

  • Being humbled, then exalted. Awareness of our utter weakness and God’s 
infinite strength results in humility. Ask volunteers to read Matthew 
18:1-5, Mark 9:33-37, and Philippians 2:5-11. Ask: How does pride 
belittle us while humility exalts us?

 6. Ask a volunteer to read James 4:11-12. Ask: Why should we not criticize 
one another? Does James imply we should never question other believers? 
Allow time for response. Distribute copies of the “I’m not God” hand-
out. Encourage participants to take one and post it prominently in their 
homes.
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Encourage Application

 7. Write “Am I a friend of the world or of God?” on the whiteboard. Ask 
learners to rate themselves on a scale of 1 to 10 with 1 being “I am a 
friend of the world” and 10 being “I am a friend of God.” Ask: What can 
you do this week to befriend God?

 8. Ask: Where are you on the humility journey? What can you do this week to 
move toward humility?

 9. Ask: Are you struggling with any of the charges James leveled against the 
church in your Christian walk? Say: Pray this week asking God for relief from 
pride.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Ask learners to share a time when pride was a problem (perhaps at 
home, at school, or at work: not recognized, passed over for a promo-
tion, kindness not reciprocated, another did not share in the workload, 
or trying to make friends by fitting in). Say: It’s hard to be humble because 
pride is subtle. James explains how being humble before God—and other 
people—is the key to true honor.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Ask a volunteer to read James 4:1-6. Ask learners to listen for the evils 
James is accusing the church of and how we struggle with them. Ask 
another volunteer to read Romans 7:15-20. Explain James was accusing 
the church of crimes of pride against one another, God, and themselves. 
In Romans, Paul explained that we want to do God’s will but continue 
to struggle with a dual nature: flesh and spirit. James called this double 
mindedness.
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 3. Present the following questions for discussion:
  • Why did James use such strong language to describe the sins of his 

readers?
  • Why did the early Christians (and we) so often ask amiss?
  • How does Romans 7:15-20 help explain why we desire and do not 

have?
  • Why is friendship with the world a sign of pride?
  (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 

for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

 4. Say: Verse 6 transitions from a discussion of pride to one of humility. It 
provides two crucial insights: 1) when we are prideful, God Himself fights 
against us but 2) He gives sufficient grace when we humble ourselves.

 5. Say: Verses 7-10 describe the journey from pride to humility. James gave 
four simple (but definitely not easy—See Romans 7:15-20) steps for 
putting pride behind and embracing humility.

  • First, be aware of pride in our lives. Submit to God—draw near to 
Him—and resist evil, the Devil. Pride is the sin that made Satan who 
he is. This involves action on our part.

  • There must be acts of contrition, both public and private. We are sin-
ners and double-minded (we continue to want to serve God but labor 
under the weakness of sinful natures). We must really mean busi-
ness.

  • Repentance is crucial: failure to resist temptation is degrading, and 
sin causes real embarrassment and sorrow. It should humiliate us!

  • As awareness grows that we are utterly unable to deal with sin and 
temptation in our own strength, it becomes a crisis in our lives. We 
call out to God for help. Then humility is born—God graciously gives 
the strength to go through temptation relatively unhurt and, raising 
us out of our despair, gives us victory.

 6. Ask a volunteer to read James 4:11-12. Ask: Why should we not stand in 
judgment of fellow believers? Do you think James means never to question 
another believer’s actions? If not, what do you think he means? Explain that 
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we are not to stand in judgment of one another because, by doing so, we 
are assuming a role reserved only for God.

Encourage Application

 7. Ask: Where are you on the “humility journey”? Are you a friend of God or the 
world? Encourage learners to meditate on James 4:6. Ask: Is pride caus-
ing God to resist you? Do you need to admit you are incapable of handling sin 
and temptation yourself? Ask God for help. He will give you the grace you 
need. Urge learners to find one action they can take this week to con-
front pride in their lives and find the humility that will exalt them.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The Christian life involves a clear sense of time—past, present, future. From 
creation forward, God rules over a world of time and place where humankind 
makes decisions and lives with the consequences. Until human history ends 
on planet earth, God will sustain human lives and also monitor human be-
havior.

James wrote about the central importance of a God-centered perspective 
in the Christian life.

In the first few decades of the new Christian movement, early followers 
of Jesus constantly decided whether to live like Jesus—or not. They chose 
daily to take Jesus at His word. Following Jesus closely was often dangerous; 
but to follow Him half-heartedly was hypocritical.

James confirmed Jesus’ words about living with an awareness of God’s 
constant presence and loving care for us. Jesus declared that a life perspec-
tive that centered upon God leaves no room for worry.

Read the Background Passage for today’s lesson in Luke 12:22-32. Jesus 
spoke about God’s over-arching care and constant provision for all of God’s 
creation—including crows, wildflowers, and you. That teaching provided the 
faith context for the words of James to his first Christian audience.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Be Careful About Quick Assumptions (4:13-14)

4:13. James observed a thought pattern that could lead believers into keen 
frustrations, at least, and even produce a crisis of faith, at worse. To show his 
concern, he pointed to businesspeople making strategic plans for their own 
success based upon certain assumptions. James wanted Christians to stop 
and think seriously about their perspectives on life and success.
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Be very clear about his main point. James is not condemning their sim-
ple effort to make plans or to have a life direction in mind. But he is chal-
lenging their intense driven-ness to get rich without any conscious acknowl-
edgement that such a goal may not happen. What will you do if your plans 
for quick wealth are thwarted? Will you be crushed by the defeat of your own 
desires? Will you be angry with God because you did not get your way?

4:14. Consistent with the theology of the Old Testament wisdom literature, 
James observed that human life is relatively brief, sometimes quite diffi-
cult, and often totally unpredictable. Even among God’s people, there are no 
God-given guarantees for “instant success” or for any greed-driven “get rich 
quick” schemes.

James reminded Christians of the biblical truth that their lives are brief 
and largely beyond their tight control. “My days are like the evening shadow; 
I wither away like grass” (Psalm 102:11).

James knew the reality of life’s brevity and mortality as voiced by the 
psalmist: “The life of mortals is like grass; they flourish like a flower of the 
field; the wind blows over it and it is gone, and its place remembers it no more 
(Psalm 103:15-16).

He had already made that same point—including both the rich and the 
poor—in James 1:9-11 (Lesson 1). But he mentioned it again here prior to 
repeating his concerned warnings about wealth (Lesson 10). James chose the 
image of “a mist” to focus upon the temporary nature of life—like fog or 
steam, that disappears quickly in the air.

While attending my 50th high school class reunion, I was given a pre-
cious example of this painful principle of mortality. Without any warning 
whatsoever—and seemingly “out of nowhere”—one of my high school class-
mates had lost her husband to a viciously invasive brain tumor. They shared 
forty-plus years of committed marriage, pursued meaningful professional 
careers, raised two wonderful daughters, and thoroughly enjoyed several 
delightful grandchildren. Early retirement brought new plans for her long-
earned joyful leisure with family and friends. However, an 18-month roll-
er-coaster ordeal of diagnosis and treatment changed all those plans. I com-
mend to you her honest, inspiring memoir about a shared journey of revised 
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expectations, deepened love, and renewal of faith in God through unforeseen 
struggle.1

Focus Purely Upon God’s Will (4:15)

James was concerned that Christians live every day in the expectation of 
God’s presence and care in their lives. Aside from the plans we all make for 
“tomorrow,” can we acknowledge that even our keenest expectations may not 
come to pass. And where is God found amidst our frustrated hopes?

James called for Christians always to consider their plans in the light of 
what God clearly wants and wills in our lives. What does our faithfulness to 
the will of God look like today—whatever tomorrow might bring, good or 
bad?

But knowing and/or defining God’s will can be the tricky part. Sometimes 
I fear we are too quick and glib when we speak about God’s will concerning a 
given matter. Is God merely endorsing my plans? Or, at the other extreme, is 
God imposing a plan upon my life that I neither can know nor understand? 
What do we mean when we speak of “God’s will”? I suggest we be very careful 
as we choose a verb to put behind God’s name when God is the subject of any 
of our sentences. What are you willing to say that God is wanting or doing in 
God’s world or in your life? And on what basis do you say that?

A week following a late-night, single-vehicle roll-over accident, our 
20-year-old son languished in the neurological intensive care unit at Duke 
Medical Center. The prognosis had become very bleak. Every possible medical 
intervention had been applied. Countless prayers for healing and restoration 
had been offered from all around the world. Yet Aaron’s closed head injuries 
took their relentless toll and death was imminent within hours. So, in the 
middle of a group email to our dozens of supporters, updating them with the 
sad news, I wrote these words: “We still pray in faith for a miracle; but we also 
are preparing in faith for brain death. In either event, we remind each other 
with a quiet, confident faith in God that ‘whether we live, therefore, or die, 
we are the Lord’s.’ After all, the issue right now is not God’s faithfulness to 
do what we might want; the real issue is the opportunity we are given each 
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day, including this one, to show our faithfulness to God’s presence and work 
in our midst.”

In my own personal theology of loss and suffering, neither the death of 
my classmate’s beloved husband, nor the loss of my phenomenal eldest son, 
can be listed under the category of God’s causation. I simply cannot bring 
myself to believe that God “took” either of them—or so many millions of 
others. As I said at my son’s funeral, cancer takes, and accidental head inju-
ries take—but God receives our loved ones who leave our physical presence 
here on earth.

God permits some things that God does not cause; and God works for 
good even in the very worst things that God permits to happen (read Romans 
8:18-39 and note the realistic but soaring perspective of faith). The best help 
I have found on this subtle but crucial point is the little book written by a pas-
tor in London during the daily deadly blitz of World War II—Leslie Weath-
erhead, The Will of God. This thin volume became an enduring classic for very 
good reasons.

Avoid Arrogance That Brings Sinful Separation From God 
(4:16-17)

4:16. James insisted that faithful Christians should exhibit great care in 
planning, pursuing, assuming, and even bragging beforehand about their fu-
ture schemes. If we stubbornly push forward—with too little awareness of 
God’s presence, and even less openness to God’s good will for us—then we 
lapse into sin.

4:17. Committed Christians know the right things to do. Their original com-
mitment to Christ included a deep dedication to follow His ways in the King-
dom of God. But the ways of the world can encroach so easily. Temptation is 
real. And to fall prey to temptation brings sinful behavior.

Sin is separation from Creator God. As certainly as Adam and Eve pur-
sued their own scheme for future happiness (Genesis 3:6) totally apart from 
God’s expressed desire for them, we can do the same thing. James challenged 
all Christians to avoid the self-focused arrogance that leads to sin.
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Focusing on the Meaning

James wanted his first audience to acknowledge the importance of perspec-
tive. And his words challenge each new generation of Christians to under-
stand and live our lives through God’s eyes. Every day. No matter what.

What can I assume about God’s work in the wider world? What can I as-
sume about God’s role in the events of my own life? What can I control about 
my expectations of the future?

Where are the areas in which I will place my full faith in God and not in 
my own assumptions, desires, and efforts? Am I willing to let God alone de-
fine and guarantee my future success?

Placing my trust in God’s good will for my life, can I finally rest from my 
fretful worry? Can I lay my anxiety, fully and completely, into the hands of 
my loving and faithful God? Do I trust God enough to believe that my mor-
tality and death are safe within the reach of God’s care?

Such a Christian faith, and its courageous perspective, produced the 
steady reaction of Clarence Jordan in the face of direct threats against him.2

Clarence Jordan was a man of unusual abilities and commitment. He had 
two Ph.D.’s, one in agriculture and one in Greek and Hebrew. So gifted was 
he, he could have chosen to do anything he wanted. He chose to serve the 
poor.

In the 1940s, he founded a farm in Americus, Georgia, and called it Koi-
nonia Farm. It was a community for poor whites and poor blacks. As you 
might guess, such an idea did not go over well in the Deep South of the ‘40s. 
Ironically, much of the resistance came from good church people who fol-
lowed the laws of segregation as much as the other folks in town. The town 
people tried everything to stop Clarence. They tried boycotting him, and 
slashing worker’s tires when they came to town. Over and over, for fourteen 
years, they tried to stop him.

Finally, in 1954, the Ku Klux Klan had had enough of Clarence Jordan, 
so they decided to get rid of him once and for all. They came one night with 
guns and torches and set fire to every building on Koinonia Farm, except 
Clarence’s house, which they riddled with bullets. And they chased off all the 
families except one black family, which refused to leave. Clarence recognized 
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the voices of many of the Klansmen, and, as you might guess, some of them 
were church people. Another was the local newspaper’s reporter.

The next day the reporter came out to see what remained of the farm. The 
rubble still smoldered, and the land was scorched, but he found Clarence in 
the field, hoeing and planting. “I heard the awful news,” he called to Clarence, 
“and I came out to do a story on the tragedy of your farm closing.” Clarence 
just kept hoeing and planting. The reporter kept prodding, kept poking, try-
ing to get a rise from this quietly determined man who seemed to be planting 
instead of packing his bags.

So, finally, the reporter said in a haughty voice, “Well, Dr. Jordan, you got 
two of them Ph.D.’s and you’ve put fourteen years into this farm, and there’s 
nothing left of it at all. Just how successful do you think you’ve been?” Clar-
ence stopped hoeing, turning toward the reporter with his penetrating blue 
eyes, and said quietly but firmly, “About as successful as the cross. Sir, I don’t 
think you understand us. What we’re about is not success, but faithfulness. 
We’re staying. Good day.”

Beginning that day, Clarence and his companions rebuilt Koinonia, and 
the farm is still going today.

Read the current story of that faithful witness at koinoniafarm.org.

NOTES

 1 Shelly Flammia Greer, Crossing the Caring Bridge: A Journey of Hope and Despair (2014).
 2 This episode is included by Tim Hansel in Holy Sweat: The Remarkable Things Ordinary People 

Can Do When They Let God Use Them! (W Pub Group, 1987), pp. 188-189. For more about 

Clarence Jordan and his Christ-centered legacy to dissolve American racism and materi-

alism, see Henlee Barnette, Clarence Jordan: From Dreams Into Deeds (1992); Frederick L. 

Downing, Clarence Jordan: A Radical Pilgrimage In Scorn of the Consequences (2017); Dallas 

Lee, The Cotton Patch Evidence: The Story of Clarence Jordan and the Koinonia Farm Exper-

iment (1942-1970) (2011); Anne M. Trousdale, Cotton Patch Rebel: The Story of Clarence 

Jordan (2015). His own writings are found in Cotton Patch Gospel: The Complete Collection 

(2012); Sermon On the Mount (1980); and The Substance of Faith: And Other Cotton Patch 

Sermons (2005).
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Make copies of “Arrogant.” (A copy of this assignment is available in 
“Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

 2. As learners arrive, give them each a copy of the case study. After most 
learners arrive, form groups to discuss the questions posed. If the class 
is large enough, have each group discuss one question. Allow time for 
groups to report and make other comments. Say: Sometimes arrogance 
and naivety are related. Today we study a passage in James that looks like 
simple planning, but James issued a criticism and a warning. It is a biblical 
case study on a specific type of pride: arrogance.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Ask a volunteer to read James 4:13-14. Ask: What was James asserting? 
Was he criticizing members of the church for making money in business? In-
troduce the class to the Open Bible (or Topical Bible). Ask volunteers 
to Google “Open Bible” and find what Scripture says about money. Say: 
While Scripture is critical of greed, ill-gotten gain, and the love of money, 
this does not seem to be James’ point. If not, what is it? Allow learners to 
respond. Say: James stated his point at the beginning of verse 13: “Now lis-
ten, you who say.” Ask the class to brainstorm about issues facing these 
early Christians. If not mentioned, point out the smugness and self-re-
liance of the merchants. Say: Smugness betrays friendship with the world 
addressed by James in 4:4, and the self-reliance is a reflection of pride. Ask: 
What was James’ point in verse 14? Again, allow the class time to brain-
storm. Say: The criticism is not about making money or engaging in com-
merce but forgetting that life is temporary, and we do not control the future.



114  The Making of Authentic Faith:  Wisdom That Works

 4. Ask a volunteer to read James 4:15. Ask: According to James, how should 
we approach the future? Allow responses. Ask a volunteer to read Luke 
12:22-32. Ask: How does Jesus’ teachings on anxiety help us understand 
James? Form a circle. Ask: According to James 4:15 and Luke 12:22-32, 
how should we approach the future? Is worry a form of arrogance? Go 
around the circle allowing each person to give a short answer. If they 
have nothing to add, they may say “pass.” Keep going until everyone 
who wants to participate does so. Have the class formulate a brief bib-
lical approach to the future. Write it on the whiteboard and encourage 
learners to write it down and take it home. Say: Relying on yourself and 
worrying about the future both ignore God’s will and power.

 5. Ask a volunteer to read James 4:16-17. As the passage is read, ask learn-
ers to listen for problems created when one fails to seek God’s will. Ask 
them to name them and, as they do, write them on the whiteboard. 
Allow time for discussion. After learners finish sharing, write: “Not con-
sidering the will of God is tragic, sinful, and arrogant.”

Encourage Application

 6. Refer to the “Arrogant” case study. Have learners pair up. Give the first 
learner two minutes to discuss present and future problems caused by 
failing to listen to God. Give the second learner equal time to discuss 
how worry brings future problems into the present. Allow learners to 
briefly share their ideas with the large group.

 7. Ask: Are you allowing tomorrow’s problems (which may not happen) to im-
pact your life today? Urge learners to search God’s Word this week to find 
His promises of care and protection and to meditate on them during 
their quiet times. Encourage them to name actions they can take this 
week to listen to God. Write them on the whiteboard.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Say: Proverbs 16:9 declares: “We can make our plans, but the LORD deter-
mines our steps (NLT).” Ask: Can you remember a time you made plans with-
out consulting God first? How did it work out? Allow time for learners to 
respond. Say: It is important to listen to God for two reasons: first, we don’t 
know what the future will bring and, second, it relieves stress.

 2. Say: In today’s lesson, James completed his discussion of pride and humility 
with a biblical case study on arrogance.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Briefly review James 4:1-12: James warned of the dangers of pride and 
outlined the journey to humility. Stress that in James 4:13-17, he did 
not change the subject but provided a study of the dangers posed by 
smugness and arrogance. He explained how Christians should approach 
future plans and the dangers of not doing so.

 4. Ask a volunteer to read James 4:13-14. Say: This sounds like planning 
a business trip. Although early Christians tended to be poor, some were 
merchants and business owners. James warned them not to become smug 
or arrogant about their business dealings. Ask: What is wrong with careful 
planning? Was James criticizing early Christians for making a profit? If not, 
why the warning? Focus attention on verse 14. Say: James was not critical 
of making money but of not seeking God’s counsel; for arrogance—thinking 
they can navigate the future without God. Ask: What is the danger in this 
kind of thinking? Why is it arrogant? Read Luke 12:22-32. As you do, ask 
learners to listen for the dangers Jesus points out. Say: These are two 
sides of the same coin: Planning the future through your own devices and 
worrying about the future. Both leave God out of the equation. Ask: Is anxi-
ety arrogant? Why or why not? Explain.
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 5. Ask learners to read James 4:15 silently. Ask: How did James say we 
should face the future? How does it compare with Luke 12:22-32? Say: Wor-
rying brings tomorrow’s troubles into today. Ask: Do you think the same is 
true when we plan a career, business venture, or vocation without first listen-
ing to God?

 6. Ask a volunteer to read James 4:16-17 aloud. Ask learners to listen 
to the dangers of which James warned. Have members call them out 
and, as they do, write them on the whiteboard. Say: James insisted not 
considering the will of God is tragic, sinful, and arrogant. Thinking one can 
accomplish plans without God is the same as boasting. Boasting is evil, and 
anyone who knows better than to boast but does so anyway is sinful. Ask: Is 
the same true for letting tomorrow’s worries interfere with living in the will 
of God today? Why or why not? Allow time for discussion.

Encourage Application

 7. Ask: Are you listening to God? Encourage learners, if they do not already 
have one, to develop a daily quiet time. Say: Develop a regular routine of 
Bible study and prayer. As you spend time in Scripture, find one or two verses 
and meditate on them. Ask God to give you a deeper understanding. Don’t 
just talk to God—listen!

 8. Say: Turn your worries over to God. Live for Him today; He can handle to-
morrow. Encourage learners to stop during the coming week when they 
are anxious or worried. Ask God to handle it. Wait at least an hour be-
fore thinking of it again. Tell them to be ready to report the result of the 
exercise to the class next week.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

James already had addressed the problems money caused in the church in 
chapter 2 (Lesson 4) when he warned about treating rich people with favor-
itism—in the same way that social status works in the world. That passage 
addressed issues of koinonia or close fellowship. Here James confronted the 
powerful lure of cash in the life of the individual believer.

In these blunt, challenging verses he sounds just like an Old Testament 
prophet. Studying this pithy paragraph, note how often James reflects those 
ancient prophetic calls for economic grace and social justice. Just like Jesus 
had done, James understood how ancient Israel’s specific episodes of cove-
nant-keeping and covenant-breaking were instructive for what God wants 
from the church, God’s New Israel.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Serious Trouble Is Coming (5:1-3)

5:1. Among the wide variety of messages from the Old Testament proph-
ets, this type of sermon was called a “woe oracle” of indictment upon the 
wickedness of wrong doers. James consciously followed that pattern here. 
Such a sermon always began with shocking declarations that hard times were 
coming. Then the preacher listed reasons why the wicked ones justifiably de-
served such hardships as God’s judgment.

In Jewish theology of the day, the presence of wealth came to represent 
evil behavior because, too often, wealth did bring the kinds of social power 
that corrupted one’s moral integrity. The wicked rich easily victimized the 
innocent poor. But such oppression would bring down divine judgment upon 
the persecutors. “The bigger they are, the harder they fall” is the contempo-
rary proverb that comes to mind. Read Isaiah 10:1-4 as one brief example.
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The assertion of James is stark. Woeful trouble is on its way—you will 
“weep” and “wail” because “misery,” which is on your doorstep, will enter 
your house very soon. While wallowing in your wanton wealth, you always 
assumed that trouble could never reach you. But your arrogant assumptions 
were not true. All that you zealously gathered for your security will fall apart 
under the heat of God’s judgment.

In fact, the letter of James was likely directed to Christians who were 
mostly poor and needed the hope and reassurance that God had not forgot-
ten them—so they remained true in their righteousness. The horrible sins of 
their powerfully rich oppressors most certainly would be judged by God; and 
their own faithfulness would be rewarded. Therefore, these poor Christians 
should stay faithful even under hardships. Review James 1:9-11.

5:2-3. This text sounds like a paraphrase of the warning words of Jesus in 
Matthew 6:19-21:

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moths and ver-
min destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves 
treasures in heaven,  where moths and vermin do not destroy, and where 
thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart 
will be also.”

This imagery is strikingly simple. “Moths” eat away in utter darkness to 
destroy even the richest fabrics. And “vermin” threaten to destroy the most 
precious treasures. “Fire” to “eat your flesh” was another common image for 
God’s judgment upon evil (see Isaiah 10:17; 30:27, 33; 66:15-16 and role of 
destructive fire in Amos 1:4, 7, 10, 12, 14; 2:2, 5).

So, their massively stockpiled goods were worthless when the end came. 
Material wealth neither proves nor guarantees spiritual security.

“The Have’s” Aggressively Gouge “The Have Not’s” (5:4-5)

5:4. The wealthy had used their power to gain their wealth by gouging the 
poor. Their greedy gains came at the expense of helpless others. They climbed 
the ladder of success by clambering on the bloody backs of the downtrodden.
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James drew the picture of temporary crop harvesters being abused by 
the rich. These desperate day laborers literally lived day-to-day and hand-to-
mouth on the wage received at the end of each workday (recall the grace in 
Matthew 20:1-16). These harshly oppressed workers have called out to God 
for help—and those pleas for justice “have reached the ears of the Lord Al-
mighty.”

The name James used for God is “Lord God Almighty,” which points to 
God as Sovereign Ruler over the entire universe. The Hebrew phrase was Yah-
weh Sabaoth or “Lord of hosts” (i.e., the hosts of heaven—both the countless 
stars across God’s firmament and the multitudes of angelic attendants serv-
ing in God’s heavenly throne room). The God of all creation heard their cry.

These temporary workers were just like the enslaved, abused Hebrews in 
pharaoh’s brickyards whose cries for fairness and freedom “came up to God” 
(Exodus 2:23-25; 3:7-9). Recall how God heard the blood of Abel crying out 
from the ground (Genesis 4:10). Hagar’s baby is named Ishmael because “God 
hears” her cries (Genesis 16:11). The Bible is quite clear. In the face of pleas 
for justice from a poor, persecuted plaintiff, God is never out of earshot. Are 
we listening, too?

5:5. One reading of this verse says: “In your excessive diet and luxuriant 
feasting you have fattened up yourselves like animals for the day of slaugh-
ter/judgment.” Several of the prophets spoke similar indictments against the 
mistreatment of innocent or righteous poor people at the hands of selfishly 
wicked rich people.

Read Amos 4:1-3 and the impending judgment upon the pampered, de-
manding women he called “cows of Bashan.” Or the drastic dead-end (“The 
party’s over, folks!”) coming upon the luxuriant, leisure lifestyles described 
in Amos 6:1-8.

Micah 3:1-4, 9-12 used the shocking metaphor of rich businessmen stir-
ring a pot of stew—a steaming cauldron of human flesh—and perpetrating 
economic “cannibalism on Main Street.” It seems that an excessive profit 
motive producing self-aggrandizement and social evil is not a new concept. 
Neither is “buyer beware” or “whatever the market will bear” to highlight the 
exploitation of the vulnerable customer (Amos 8:4-6ff; Micah 2:1-5).
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Corruption Brings Ultimate Consequences (5:6)

James observed that rich oppressors had “murdered” powerless, innocent 
others who had never done them any wrong. The consequences for both the 
oppressed and the oppressor are dire.

Thomas Jefferson was a rich slave owner who successfully skimmed his 
own wealth from the life energies of many other human beings of a different 
color. But he came to admit the human injustice and horrible inequity in-
herent in chattel slavery. His words of insight are inscribed on the northeast 
portico of the Jefferson Memorial:

God who gave us life gave us liberty. Can the liberties of a nation 
be secure when we have removed a conviction that these liberties are 
the gift of God? Indeed, I tremble for my country when I reflect that 
God is just, that His justice cannot sleep forever. Commerce between 
master and slave is despotism. Nothing is more certainly written in 
the book of fate than that these people are to be free. Establish the 
law for educating the common people. This it is the business of the 
state to effect and on a general plan. [excerpted from multiple sourc-
es: “A Summary View of the Rights of British America,” “Notes on 
the State of Virginia,” “The Autobiography,” letter to George Wythe 
(1790), letter to George Washington (1786)].1

Martin Luther King, Jr. intended his prophetic work toward racial equal-
ity to spiritually benefit the dominant white person as well as to economi-
cally benefit the persecuted black person. He wrote a letter to white Southern 
church leaders from his jail cell in Birmingham and said: “Injustice anywhere 
is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of 
mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, 
affects all indirectly.”2

Focusing on the Meaning

Here is a question to provoke some discussion among your class members. 
Why do so many Christians emphasize Bible passages mentioning sexu-
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al matters yet so often fail to prioritize the many Scriptures about money? 
Maybe we are very anxious about sex-related matters; but we have grown very 
comfortable within an affluent lifestyle, which we freely enjoy. Money is not 
necessarily the moral issue for us that it once was for the writers of the Bible. 
But it should be.

Look at our Background Passage (1 Timothy 6:6-11) in which we read 
that the love of money, not the desire for sex, is a root of all kinds of evil. 
Greed is more powerful than libido. More powerful than the lust for political 
influence. More powerful than the desire for fame and celebrity.

Hear these challenging words about discipleship economics that are 
found in this week’s Background Passage in 1 Timothy 6:

But godliness with contentment  is great gain.  For we brought 
nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. But if we 
have food and clothing, we will be content with that. Those who want 
to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and 
harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. For 
the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for 
money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with 
many griefs. But you, man of God, flee from all this, and pursue righ-
teousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness.

Our possessions are powerful “stuff” in the flow of everyday life. And ex-
cessive accumulation of money even threatens our spiritual health. The more 
we have or seek, the greater the chances our spiritual core will shrivel or even 
die.

Recall the wealthy fool (Luke 12:13-21) who convinced himself that he 
controlled his holdings when they really held control over him. “The more you 
have, the more your worry,” was one of my Godly mother’s favorite one-line 
sermons.

Review the powerful parable of Jesus concerning blinding wealth and its 
impact upon spiritual destiny in Luke 16:19-31 (The Rich Man and Lazarus). 
Can we today hear that warning of Jesus drawing the stark contrast between 
the condemned fate of the Rich Gouger and the blessed state of the Poor 
Beggar? Once fully wrapped in fancy clothes—yet stripped of any empathy 
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and social conscience in this life—the Rich Man found himself miserable in 
his deathly separation from God. He longed for a do-over. He pled for some 
relief. And then he begged (note that he is now the beggar) for his survi-
vors listed in his obituary to be warned toward a lesson he never learned. 
But Jesus declared that not even a messenger who returned from the dead 
could convince them. Will we listen to The Resurrected One when He warns 
us about our wealth and its ultimate threats to our spirit?

God gave us everything we have as the gifts of God’s own grace. Sim-
ply stated, we do not own anything in creation under God’s heaven. We just 
“rent” it—all that we have—for a lifetime. God owns it all. All of it. Our priv-
ileged role in God’s creation is to manage our holdings (Genesis 1:28; 2:15)— 
“stewardship” is the Bible word.

And the most fun we can have with money is to give it away to those who 
need it more than we do. That is one possible paraphrase of the teaching of 
Jesus that “it is more blessed (happy) to give than to receive” (cited by Paul 
in Acts 20:35). If you thought getting gifts at birthday parties and Christmas 
was fun, have you tried having even greater fun by giving to the needs of 
others?

Why do we grasp what we cannot keep and, by doing so, miss receiving 
what we cannot lose?

NOTES

 1 See the web page of the National Park Service at https://www.nps.gov/thje/learn/photos-

multimedia/quotations.htm. Accessed on May 3, 2021.
 2 Read the entire letter at https://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.

html. Accessed on May 3, 2021.
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Lesson Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Make copies of “The Trouble With Money” and “The Misery Quiz” for 
each learner. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Re-
source Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.) Recruit volunteers 
for a panel to discuss problems wealth may cause Christians. Recruit 
two other volunteers to debate acts of commission versus acts of omis-
sion. Write “The Trouble With Money” on the whiteboard.

 2. As learners arrive, call attention to the whiteboard and encourage them 
to discuss the trouble wealth may cause Christians. Encourage them to 
use www.openbible.info/topics/ or other Bible apps to discover what 
Scripture says about money. After most learners arrive, assemble the 
panel. Have each panel member discuss why their issue(s) might cause 
misuse of wealth. Give learners a copy of the handout and ask which 
they think is most dangerous. This is an opinion poll; there are no right 
or wrong answers. Allow time to consider other reasons for the mis-
use of money and write them down. Say: James warned against trusting 
and abusing wealth. A person’s spirituality may be measured by money more 
than anything else.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Read James 5:1-3 dramatically. Ask learners to listen for his severe 
warning. Say: James continued discussing the dangers of wealth to the 
Christian community. In James 4:13-17, he addressed merchants. In James 
5:1-6, he turned to wealthy Christian landowners. James was speaking like 
an Old Testament prophet. His warning seemed to have no exception: all 
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landowners oppress the poor. Ask: Is James condemning all believers who are 
wealthy? Allow discussion.

 4. James 5:2-3 outlines the futility of relying on wealth: weeping and 
wailing are fitting because failed wealth brings misery. Distribute “The 
Misery Quiz.” Use it to direct the discussion of James 5:1-3. Ask a vol-
unteer to read 1 Timothy 6:6-11. Say: Paul also warned about the dangers 
of wealth. Ask learners to pair up and read James 5:1-3 and 1 Timothy 
6:6-11, identifying the focus of each passage and discussing their dif-
ferences and similarities. Ask: How can we overcome these traps? Allow 
responses.

 5. Ask learners to read James 5:4-6 silently, looking for ways James’ 
wealthy readers misused money. Discuss James’ accusations and how 
they mirror the four ways discussed in “The Trouble With Money.” Ask: 
How do these actions result in the condemnation and murder of innocent 
people? How can our generosity, or lack thereof, have eternal significance? 
Allow responses.

 6. Ask volunteers recruited earlier to debate the perils of acts of commis-
sion and acts of omission. In verse 5, James insisted both cause people 
to fatten themselves for the day of slaughter. Ask: What do you think 
he means by this? Allow time for discussion. Remind learners that Paul 
explained how to avoid both.

Encourage Application

 7. Refer to “The Trouble With Money.” Ask learners if they identified 
other ways Christian’s misuse money. Ask learners to name ways they 
might avoid traps of wealth this coming week. As they call them out, 
write them on the whiteboard. Ask: Are you a blessing to others? Do you, 
through acts of commission or of omission, harm them? Have learners do 
a Bible search for generosity. Say: Generosity is its own reward. What we 
give to help others is never lost. Have learners discuss ways they can be 
more generous with their time, talents, and money.
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 8. Say: The Bible never condemns the accumulation of wealth, only its abuse. 
Encourage learners to meditate this week on James 5:1-6. Ask God to 
help them use money in a way that glorifies Him and helps others.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Ask learners to think of a time when money caused them problems. 
After most learners arrive, allow time to share. Say: Money can cause 
problems. We see how poverty impacts people, but the rich also have prob-
lems. James seemed to argue money is always a problem for the rich.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Ask a volunteer to read James 5:1. Say: James continued the discussion 
of money he began in James 4:13-17. There he addressed merchants who 
sought profits over God’s will. Here he warned miseries are coming to land-
owners who are oblivious to the suffering of the poor. Weeping and wailing 
are appropriate because of the failures of wealth. These are believers. Ask: 
Does James condemn all rich believers? Allow discussion. Say: Verse 1 in-
troduced James’ prophesy against wealthy believers who provided jobs for 
the poor. James was speaking like an Old Testament prophet, providing no 
exceptions: wealthy people oppress the poor. But this is hyperbole (a deliber-
ate overstatement); the Bible never condemns the accumulation of wealth, 
only its abuse.

 3. Read James 5:2-3. Ask learners for specific troubles the rich face. Write 
responses on the whiteboard. Ask: What problems does relying on wealth 
cause? Allow learners to respond. Say: James lists things that fail: crops 
(wealth) rot, clothes become moth eaten, and gold and silver corrode. This is 
another example of hyperbole: gold and silver do not corrode. James insisted 
the worthlessness of money testifies against the rich. While they hoard, des-
perate needs remain. Reliance on money is like a fire devouring their flesh. 
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James asserted money is only temporary and subject to the ravages of time. 
The rich are guilty of crimes against other Christians. They are condemned by 
its selfish use, adding to their wealth as if it is eternal.

 4. Ask learners to read James 5:4-6 silently, looking for ways the land-
owners harm the poor believers. As they call them out, write them on 
the whiteboard. Ask: Are they guilty of acts of omission, of commission, or 
both? Which, in your opinion, is most harmful? How does action, or inaction, 
become murder? Allow discussion. Say: Landowners withheld or paid mea-
ger wages. They were self-indulgent, living in luxury, while poor believers 
suffered. Whether from indifference to the suffering of others or deliberate 
mistreatment, they condemned the poor to hardship, even death. Through 
greed, self-indulgence, indifference, or deliberate abuse, they gorged them-
selves for the slaughter. These verses remind us of the blood of Abel crying 
out against Cain (Genesis 4:10). Say: We do not consider ourselves rich, but 
most of us are wealthy by the world’s standards. Ask: Can we be guilty of sins 
of commission or omission against believers?

 5. Ask a volunteer to read 1 Timothy 6:6-11. Say: Paul also warned against 
the misuse of money, but he didn’t speak prophetically. How does Paul advise 
avoiding the money trap? Allow time for responses. Say: Paul urged us to 
flee from money’s temptations and seek things of eternal value.

Encourage Application

 6. Say: Spirituality is measured by the way we use money. Ask learners to con-
template the following questions:

  • Am I a blessing to others?
  • Do I understand that what I give is never lost?
  • Do I and my family tithe regularly to the church and give additionally 

to support Christian missions?
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 7. Encourage learners to reread James 5:1-6 and 1 Timothy 6:6-11 daily 
this week. Meditate on the dangers of riches and how to avoid misusing 
money. Say: Ask God to protect you against indifference and forgive acts of 
commission and omission. Ask God to show you how to use money to advance 
His kingdom and help other believers.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

James wrote his epistle between ten and twenty years after the death of Je-
sus. It was one of the first New Testament books written. It is less about 
establishing doctrine and more about exhorting the followers of Jesus as 
the initial euphoria of faith was met with a series of challenges, changes, 
and adaptations. Within that context, James wrote that his readers should 
develop an abiding patience, waiting on the work of God. There were three 
men named James in the early church. Two of them were part of the original 
twelve disciples: 1. James, son of Zebedee, brother of John, known as James 
the Greater; and 2. James, Son of Alphaeus, also known as James the Less. 
The third James was the brother of Jesus who did not initially believe in Je-
sus (John 7:2-5), but who also later became one of the three pillars of the 
New Testament church (Galatians 1:19; 2:9; Acts 12:17, 15:13-21, 21:17-27). 
The latter is the author of this letter. He had his own waiting period and then 
with the growth of the church, the early martyrdoms, and the transition to 
the Gentile ministry, he saw God working in diverse ways through many dif-
ferent issues. James saw the fruit of waiting on the Lord.

Isaiah 55:8-11 reminds us that God’s thoughts, plans, and ways are above 
our own. His purposes are far greater than we can see or understand at times. 
His timing has benefits far greater than our vision. The waiting periods that 
we experience may be for our benefit, or the benefit of our church, communi-
ty, or even other individuals as God is at work in all things. Key biblical people 
had to wait: Moses waited 40 years before leading the people out of Egypt 
(which prepared him to spend the next 40 years with those people in the 
same wilderness). Likewise, the Apostle Paul waited 14 years from the time 
of his conversion to seriously begin his missionary journeys (compare Acts 
9:19-30; Acts 11:19-26; Galatians 1:13-2:2). In those 14 years, Paul was being 
prepared for his role as a missionary to the Gentiles. God was also preparing 
the church as well as the Gentile world for the preaching of Paul.
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We can be frustrated by yellow lights, yield signs, and when we are told 
to wait. James reminds us to be available to God but also to wait on His tim-
ing. Some people need to continue to grow and develop skills to serve better, 
others may need to refine emotional or relational skills, while at other times, 
it may simply be that someone may be ready but his or her future context is 
not; therefore, the waiting period is for the benefit of those the person will 
serve. Patience is an attitude of the heart that can be learned as we wait on 
God’s timing in our lives.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Patience as a Lifestyle (5:7-8)

5:7. James used two words for “patience” in this letter: hupomeno and mak-
rothumeo. The first word is usually translated as “endure” in English (found 
in James 1:3-4; 5:11). It has a more passive meaning of waiting patiently. In 
contrast, in this verse, James used the verb makrothumeo usually translat-
ed “long-tempered,” “even-tempered,” or “patient,” which is more active and 
forceful. Here, he is telling his reader to intentionally persevere and hold up 
under certain upcoming persecution.

James was telling them that there was a specific end goal of their pa-
tience: the returning of the Lord. Parousia means the appearing of someone. 
In this verse, it of course applies to the coming of Christ again. Seeing the 
coming of Jesus will resolve the issue that causes pain, suffering, and trials. 
Active patience is anticipatory, and hope filled.

James then gave a great illustration of a farmer who waits patiently for 
his crops (again using a form of the word makrothumeo). Of course, a farmer 
is not waiting passively; he does the work of preparing the soil, planting the 
seed, watering, fertilizing, removing weeds, protecting from pests and ani-
mals, and watching over the growth cycle of his crops until he deems them 
ready for harvesting. He would not be sitting up in the house the entire time 
just waiting for something to happen. It is an anticipatory patience, with an 
end goal in mind. He patiently waits for the rains and then the perfect har-
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vest time. It is calculated and intentional. Likewise, we must live intentional 
Christian lives in active patience, watching for the right moment of God’s 
timing.

5:8. James continued to tell them of active patience by using the same word 
makrothumeo for the third time in two verses. He imbedded it into an imper-
ative, commanding us all to wait patiently, but then doing something active 
and intentional in our patience. We are to be strengthening our hearts. The 
word for “strengthen” comes from sterizo, which means to make firm, to se-
cure, or to stop vacillating. James built on his earlier thought of not being 
tossed to and fro by the wind while on the sea (1:6), but instead, patience 
should develop a firm anchor of faith binding our hope and confidence in the 
coming of the Lord (also mentioned again in verse 8).

Patience must become a lifestyle for believers. Impatience is often a sign 
of a lack of spiritual maturity. Patience is one of the Fruit of the Spirit (Gala-
tians 5:22) and perhaps as many as eight of the works of flesh demonstrate a 
lack of patience: hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambitions, dis-
sensions, factions, and envy (Galatians 5:19-21). Patience must be a hallmark 
of the Christian lifestyle.

Patience as Learning (5:9-10)

5:9. James returned to the topic of tongue. He says that in light of the re-
turn of Christ, His followers should not complain against each other or even 
to each other. Other translations say murmur, grumble, or criticize. James 
used the phrase adelphoi (brothers and sisters, traditionally “brethren”) with 
the admonition not to complain or criticize. We are to be like family seeking 
unity, not tearing and biting at one another, or complaining what we have to 
sit through. The act of complaining or criticizing comes from a judging spirit. 
James is warning against such an attitude.

The judgment of constant complaining, or grumbling is that the com-
plainer will likewise be judged. James reminds us that judgment is not some 
far off, remote action; the judge is standing at the door. He paints the picture 
of two children squabbling only to notice their mother watching them. Our 
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actions have consequences and even Christian will be judged, albeit not like 
non-Christians (1 Corinthians 3:14-15; 2 John 8). How we treat each other 
in the church matters. How we deal with our problems also matters. We cer-
tainly will have different opinions and ways of doing these, but we may seek 
to serve in love and unity as much as it is possible to each of us.

In the greater context, we are to serve patiently without complaining 
and grumbling. Jesus had already said that the world would hate Christians 
(John 15:18-25). Of course, Christians will have difficult times. We are to 
serve well nonetheless, and without grumbling.

5:10. James offered another example of patience. He referred to the proph-
ets who suffered, precisely because of their service to the Lord. They suffered 
and had to be long tempered while at the same time speaking on behalf of the 
Lord. We are reminded that patience is not passiveness that leads to doing 
nothing. The prophets were anything but passive. They sought to fulfill God’s 
call on their lives. Our patience is also to be productive. Jeremiah preached 
to a people who ignored him. Daniel had to live out the seventy years of exile. 
Malachi looked longingly to a coming Messiah centuries ahead of time.

Patience can be learned. Like other emotions, patience can be developed. 
No one can have the excuse that they just are not made that way. There is not 
a good excuse for legitimizing impatience (though we often blame upbring-
ing, experiences, problems, and family). The reality is that most impatience 
(and the reaction that comes from it) boils down to sin and the lack of de-
sire to control it. Therefore, each must look for ways to develop patience in 
everyday events: commutes to work, family problems, demanding tasks, or 
whatever problems pop up.

Patience as Worth Practicing (5:11)

James then returned to the passive world of patience (hupomeno), mention-
ing it twice in one verse. There are some Christians who must simply endure 
suffering and remain faithful until the end. We must wait actively with the 
anticipation of the movement of God. But sometimes, we must learn to trust 
God’s provision when things do not develop as we anticipate. We must be 
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long-tempered but also endure for the sake of Christ. We must learn the bal-
ance of trusting Him as we endure as well as being ready at a moment’s notice 
for His work in our lives. Learning to distinguish between the two can build 
our faith, discernment, wisdom and diplomacy.

James said that those who learn endurance will have a special designa-
tion of being called “blessed.” John records the words of Jesus to those in 
Smyrna in Revelation 2:10, “Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. 
I tell you; the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suf-
fer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will 
give you life as your victor’s crown.” The reward of endurance is not always 
in this life, but Jesus promises believers that there is a Victor’s Crown (also 
translated a Crown of Life) in eternity.

Patience is worth practicing. It is valuable to those who practice it. We 
live physically healthier lives when we are patient, as well as healthier spiritu-
al and emotional lives too. Our families are better off, as well as our workplac-
es and churches. We can accomplish more for the cause of Christ and we can 
extinguish the fires of discord with patience. Ultimately, patience provides 
the reward of being “blessed” by the Lord. It is indeed worth developing and 
practicing.

Focusing on the Meaning

We live out God’s call on our lives, preaching His word, and serving His king-
dom purpose despite the cost; yet we must do it all with appropriate patience. 
We know God is in charge. We know God’s timing is not our own. We know 
some things take a while to be accomplished. We know the enemy wants to 
frustrate the plans of God. We know good people can do bad things (includ-
ing ourselves). In knowing all of this, we must have active patience.

Disciples can develop an attitude of patience. We can learn patience and 
incorporate more into our spiritual disciplines and daily practices thereby 
also demonstrating a deeper trust of God and His plans.
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Lesson Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Open a package of vegetable seeds in front of the class and pour them 
on a paper plate or bowl. Pass the plate or bowl around the group and 
encourage everyone to enjoy a snack of whatever vegetable you brought. 
When members complain that there isn’t anything they can eat, show 
them the picture on the package and explain that it must be the same 
thing as the picture, or the company would be guilty of false advertis-
ing.

 2. After a moment, discuss with the group the things that cause the differ-
ence between what is on the plate or bowl and what is on the package—
soil, moisture, and TIME. Discuss the role waiting plays in a farmer’s 
life. Help members see that even during the time of patiently waiting 
the farmer is engaged in activity to cause his crop to grow and produce 
its fruit. Explain that patiently waiting usually does not mean sitting 
idly doing nothing but being engaged in activities that will ultimately 
produce a positive outcome.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Ask a class member to read James 5:7. Ask class members to identify 
what James was encouraging his readers to wait for as he used the il-
lustration of a farmer’s waiting. Discuss various reasons and ways that 
believers might demonstrate “patience” during their waiting. Have class 
members scan verses 1-6 to identify the background of the “therefore/
then” in verse 7 and possible reasons for believers to practice patience.
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 4. Read to the class verse 8 in the ESV translation, emphasizing the second 
phrase— “establish (or strengthen) your hearts.” Ask a class member 
to read Hebrews 13:7-9 aloud. Ask how the writer of Hebrews says the 
leaders did to strengthen the hearers’ hearts.

 5. Have members read verse 9 silently looking for what James was warn-
ing the believers against doing. Then ask why James said they ought 
not do this. Ask who members think “the judge” might be and what 
“standing at the door” might mean? Ask a class member to read Mat-
thew 24:32-36. Discuss how this passage and verse 8 shed light on verse 
9. Briefly discuss options for answers to these questions.

 6. Divide the class into two groups. Instruct one group to read silently 1 
Kings 19:1-18, and the other to read silently Jeremiah 38:4-18. Have 
each group look for the suffering the prophet endured and how the 
prophet demonstrated patient obedience in following God in spite of 
their suffering. After 3-5 minutes, ask a member of each group to share 
their response to the assignment. Call on a class member to read aloud 
James 5:10. Ask if members can think of any other Bible persons who 
suffered but remained faithful even during their suffering. Discuss how 
enduring times of suffering produces patience in believers.

 7. Ask if anyone can summarize Job’s sufferings. (Loss of property; loss of 
children; loss of his own health; etc.) Explain that throughout the book 
of Job, a series of “friends” try to convince Job that he was suffering 
because of hidden sin in his life. Job consistently rejected their argu-
ments but remained faithful to God during his suffering. At the close of 
the book, God spoke directly to Job. God never explained the reason for 
Job’s suffering, but likewise did not condemn Job and restored to Job 
all that he had lost during his time of suffering. (Suggestion: Enlist a 
volunteer for this assignment during the week before.)
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Encourage Application

 8. Show a picture of a rocket launching astronauts into space. (A copy of 
this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study 
at www.gc2press.org). Explain that the timing of the launch date and 
time are critical if the astronauts hope to reach their destination. If they 
launch too early or too late, they will not be able to dock with the space 
station or take the proper trajectory to the moon or another planet.

   Ask members to suggest some other activities that depend on prop-
er timing. Comment that if proper timing is so important in human 
things, how much more important is God’s proper timing in revealing 
Himself to His people and accomplishing His work among them.

 9. Close by asking the individual class members to silently pray asking 
God to reveal to them their level of impatience and the need for more 
patience in those situations.  

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Suggest that someone once observed that the shortest interval of time 
is the time between when the red light turns green and when the driver 
behind you honks his horn. We seem to live in a society where having to 
wait is considered the ultimate indignity. Ask: What is the hardest thing 
you have had to wait on? Comment that while impatience may be a twen-
ty-first century problem, it was a problem that James addressed in the 
first century.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Ask a class member to read James 5:7-8 aloud. Discuss with members 
the background for “therefore/then” (ESV/NIV) in verse 7 based on 
James’ admonition in verses 1-6. Point out that while a believer may 
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have earthly wealth, in the first century most believers tended to be 
poor.

 3. Suggest that we rarely experience the patience waiting for crops that 
people understood in previous generations. We go to the supermarket 
and pick up almost any foodstuff we want or have our groceries deliv-
ered to our front door in a manner of hours. Many of James’ readers 
would have understood the image he used in verses 7-8 about the farm-
er needing to patiently wait for his crop to mature before he could har-
vest it. Ask what people in the twenty-first century might have to wait 
on as an example of patiently waiting.

   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

 4. Point members to verse 8. Comment that James instructed his readers 
to both “be patient” and to “establish your hearts” (ESV). Suggest that 
the word can mean “strengthen” or “stand firm” or to “make fast” their 
hearts. In New Testament times, the heart was viewed as the seat of the 
will instead of emotions. James was urging his readers to prepare for 
challenging times. Ask what reason James gave for them to establish 
or strengthen their hearts. Point out that both in verse 8 and verse 9, 
James referred to the Lord’s return.

 5. Next James warned his readers against grumbling or dissention among 
believers. Such actions, he said, will lead to God’s judgment. Ask, What 
image did James use to point to the potential of immanent judgment? Point 
out that the judge James mentioned in verse 9 is most likely Jesus.

 6. Read aloud verses 10 and 11. Ask members to identify who James de-
scribed as examples of suffering and patience. Suggest that Old Tes-
tament prophets like Elijah and Jeremiah suffered severely as they 
patiently waited in obedience to their call and ministry. James also 
identified Job as an example of patience during suffering. Point out that 
while Job sought the reason for his suffering, he never turned his back 
on God.
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Encourage Application

 7. Ask members to suggest times in their lives when God worked out cir-
cumstances to accomplish His plan with perfect timing. Maybe meeting 
a spouse, or the birth of a child, or getting a job. Point out that we are 
often impatient with the circumstances of our lives, like the second per-
son at the stop light. God however never rushes or is late in bringing 
His will into perfect completion.

 8. Close by reading a prayer of patience together included in your teaching 
resource items, or look up some prayers of patience online, make cop-
ies, and pass out to the class. (A copy of this assignment is available in 
“Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

James wrote to a church that had grown but then had problems and saw 
the first wave of persecution. They had experienced good times, bad times, 
and complex times. Through it all, James reminded them that they must be 
connected to God. The church would continue to grow, and the good and bad 
times would both intensify. James encouraged them to be a praying people, 
especially as a community. The church needs to hear this same message loud 
and clear today. Let us be a praying church!

Interpreting the Scriptures

Be Authentic (5:12)

Words matter. James warned against two extremes: not to make oaths (swear) 
and not to be duplicitous. Everyone remembers the childhood friend that 
would say, “I swear on a stack of Bibles,” but even with that oath, no one 
believed the child. Those who swear often do so because they are unreliable. 
Christians ought to be so trustworthy that we do not need to qualify what we 
say or have to embellish our “yes” or “no.” We must demonstrate authenticity 
and earnestness in what we say to others.

Does this mean Christians are not allowed to take oaths in court, in mil-
itary service, or in other places? In fact, James was saying the same thing 
that Jesus did in Matthew 5:34, 37, “But I tell you, do not swear an oath at 
all: either by heaven, for it is God’s throne;... All you need to say is simply ‘Yes’ 
or ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.” Yet there are many 
examples of people swearing oaths in the Bible: provisions were made in the 
Torah for oaths (Numbers 30:2); Abraham (Genesis 21:23-24); Paul (2 Corin-
thians 1:23); and even God swears oaths (Genesis 8:21; 50:24; Deuteronomy 
1:8; Psalm 132:11; and Hebrews 6:17).
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Either Jesus and then James were speaking in hyperbole or they meant 
something else. Considering the context in Matthew 6 and James 5, both 
wrote about how believers are to relate to others, not how they are to respond 
in the public sector. The rest of this chapter further validates how the com-
munity of believers are to live out their faith in action.

Trusting in Prayer (5:13)

The Greek word kakopatheo comes from two other words kakos (malicious dis-
position) and pathos (strong, raw emotion or feeling usually based out of the 
flesh, not God). Together they mean a great tribulation, suffering, trouble, or 
evil affliction. James wrote that in this type of distress, one should turn to 
the Lord for deliverance, strength, or power. The prayer in this circumstance 
demonstrates the faith of the believer in God and trusting Him to provide 
an answer and not lean either way toward self-pity or self-pride in one’s own 
abilities. It’s about putting absolute trust in God and His will.

Likewise, prayer is important when one is happy. We should not forget 
God in the good times. So many people run to Him for help but forget to 
recognize His blessing or deliverance. Or even worse than that, some people 
will credit themselves and their own abilities that led to their happiness or 
success. They acknowledge how they handled the situation instead of seeing 
how God provided directly or indirectly. James said to praise God when hap-
py. The word for praise is psallo, which is connected to Psalm, “to sing praise.” 
Whether trouble or happiness, we must keep a melody in our hearts for the 
Lord. Praise (psallo) must always be on our lips as we sing praise to the Lord 
(Psalm 34:1).

The Community of Prayer (5:14)

Does James have in mind physical sickness or spiritual sickness, or both? 
The elders must come to the individual and gather around him or her, which 
would suggest the person is incapacitated (physically). The anointing with oil 
would have been a common medical practice in that day for those who are 
physically ill. There were no drugstores in the first century. Many medicines 
were regional or home remedies utilizing simple ingredients with olive oil or 
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honey as a base. These had practical application of being a mild anti-septic, 
sealing off a wound, or comforting damaged tissues, similarly to the wide 
use of lotions and topical medicines today. An additional support for under-
standing this verse to mean physical illness is the next verse which includes 
a different word for illness (kamnonta), which is rarely used for spiritual ill-
ness and usually refers to someone who is sick. Reviewing all the internal 
evidence, it seems clear that James had in mind someone who was physically 
sick.

The question arises whether the modern church should anoint with oil 
for healing or not? Some Christians practice such anointing while others do 
not. As mentioned previously, the primary reason for James’ command was 
for medicinal or comfort purposes, but there were two other reasons peo-
ple anointed with oil in the Bible, and both do have spiritual components. 
One was for acknowledging or symbolizing that the person was set apart for 
God’s special attention and care. The other was as a symbol of pastoral care. 
Although, it seems that these verses are primarily referring to physical care, 
anointing with oil could be a symbolic one of blessing. It seems in this context 
that James had in mind a physical understanding of anointing, but Christian 
grace makes an allowance for other practices. Here are five ways the church 
should care for its flock. 1. The church should care when someone is sick. 2. 
As a community of faith, the church should gather around that person. 3. All 
the leaders that can should participate in that gathering. 4. The church must 
pray for that person. 5. The church must render aid and comfort as much as 
they can. 5. Everyone must trust God (praying in the name of the Lord).

The Power of Prayer (5:15-18)

5:15. James made a bold statement, “The prayer offered in faith will make 
the sick person well,” yet, sometimes our prayers are not answered the way 
we want. Why? He commanded us to pray boldly! Christians are command-
ed to pray expectantly but not demandingly. Paul prayed three times for his 
thorn to be taken away, but it was not (2 Corinthians 12:8-10). James earlier 
said to pray without wavering (James 1:5-8). Prayers are not answered be-
cause of many reasons: 1. sin in our lives (Psalm 66:18); 2. wrong motives 
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(James 4:3); 3. a lack of persistency (Luke 18:1-8); 4. an unforgiving spirit 
(Matthew 6:12; Ephesians 4:32); 5. ignoring God’s Word (Proverbs 28:9); 6. 
God has other plans (Luke 22:42); 7. God will answer “no” sometimes (Moses 
wanted to go to the Promised Land and David wanted to build the Temple); 
8. God will answer “wait” sometimes (God spoke through Jeremiah about 
waiting seventy years to return to Judah). In combining all the Bible says 
about prayer, Christians must balance the two extreme views: having no ex-
pectation of God to heal the sick (or whatever the prayer is) versus expecting 
God to heal on demand (answer on demand).

Like healing the sick, prayer can also lead to the forgiveness of sins 
(5:15b). This verse applies to those who have sinned and confessed (and pre-
sumably asked for forgiveness) as well applying to those who are praying for 
sinners, that God will bring them back to Himself through conviction, con-
fession, and redemption. Faith in action is to pray and praise as a community 
with and for one another.

5:16. James used two different words for healing: egeiro (5:15), which means 
to raise up and iaomai (5:16), which means restored. He contrasted the dif-
ference between physical and spiritual healing. The first applies to when a 
physically ill person is able to get up while the latter is describing someone 
who has been spiritually made whole again. Our physical and spiritual health 
can affect each other back and forth for good and for bad. James taught about 
the value of healing and wholeness.

The avenue to spiritual healing begins with confession. The forgiveness 
of sins comes after confession. We must acknowledge our sins. We must re-
pent of them and learn how to grow in faith to overcome our sins. We must 
be accountable to one another and be a confessional community. Who are we 
real with? We must live with each other in authenticity, vulnerability, trans-
parency, and accountability. We can apply this verse in several ways: with 
one-on-one accountability partners, in small groups, under mentors, or as a 
church body. We must break away the veneer of fakeness and be genuine with 
one another with confession and humility.

A prayer of a righteous person is strong and effective (5:16b). According 
to this verse, our holiness matters to God. That does not mean that God only 
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hears the prayers of the righteous, but it does mean that we must be serious 
in our lives to walk in obedience before the Lord. If we are His people, His 
holy priesthood, His children, then how can we expect Him to answer us if 
we live apart from Him.

A prayer of a righteous person is strong. The word for strong is ischuei, 
which means “will prevail,” also translates “accomplishes much,” or “is very 
powerful.” There is power in the prayer of a righteous person because those 
prayers will prevail (and conversely maybe not so much power in the prayer 
of a not so much righteous person). A prayer of a righteous person is effective, 
coming from energoumene, which means energized or effective. Prayer has 
actionable results: powerful and effective results!

5:17-18. James used the example of Elijah to illustrate the power of prayer. 
In 1 Kings 18:42-45, Elijah prayed for a seven-year drought to end. He prayed 
in a humbled position repeatedly. He asked his servant to check and give him 
a weather report. The report went something like this:

“Are there any rain clouds? No. Are there any rain clouds? No. Are there 
any rain clouds? No. Are there any rain clouds? No. Are there any rain clouds? 
No. Are there any rain clouds? No. Are there any rain clouds? Well, yes, now 
there’s a little cloud.”

How many of us would have given up after checking just a couple of 
times? Elijah demonstrated persistence, expectancy, and complete trust in 
the Lord. His prayer life was one that was tremendously effective, both stop-
ping the rains and starting the rains that affected not only himself but all of 
Israel. James said to his readers that the same God who was with Elijah was 
with them in the first century and He is the same God with us today. Imag-
ine what would happen if people prayed like that today? If only there were 
enough righteous people who would pray with such fervor.

Focusing on the Meaning

Prayer is active and powerful. Periods of great revivals have been intertwined 
with special prayer services and prayer cottage meetings. Churches used to 
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have intense prayer meetings that lasted 60 or 90 minutes or even all-night 
prayer vigils or 24-hour prayer events where church members took turns 
praying for an hour at a time. Many churches had special evening prayer ves-
pers leading up to special services or revivals. Most of these practices are un-
usual or unheard of today in churches. To become the powerful and effective 
church once more, let us be a praying church!
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Lesson Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Before class enlist two students to help with the following demonstra-
tion. Have the students stand before the class with one holding a Bible 
and the Teaching Resource item. Ask the other to place his or her right 
hand on the Bible while holding up his or her left hand. Ask the class 
what event this might represent. Now direct the one holding the Bible 
to read the quote on the Teaching Resource Item. [“Do you swear that 
the evidence you are about to give will be the truth, the whole truth, 
and nothing but the truth?”] Discuss with members why people about 
to give testimony in a trial are required to swear to tell the truth. Dis-
cuss whether taking such an oath contradicts James’ instructions to his 
readers. Suggest that James was probably more concerned with believ-
ers always speaking truth, especially among themselves. (A copy of this 
assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at 
www.gc2press.org.)

Guide Bible Study

 2. Suggest that the next section of James’ letter deals with practical prayer 
matters. Throughout his letter, James always gave attention to practical 
ways to live as a believer, and now he turned his attention to the vital 
matter of prayer.

 3. Call on a member to read verse 13. Ask which two extremes of life did 
James address? Discuss the range that might be represented by these 
two extremes asking for other events that might fall in between. Ask 
members to identify the actions that James suggested for each of the 



148  The Making of Authentic Faith:  Wisdom That Works

two life events he identified. Discuss the possibility that singing praises 
in times of joy is an expression of prayer.

 4. Ask members to find the next occasion that James’ suggested is a spe-
cial time for prayer. Using content from the “Bible Comments” section, 
discuss the differences between suffering in verse 13 and sickness in 
verse 14. Discuss the differences in James’ instruction for prayer for 
those who are sick.

 5. A great deal has been written about James’ instruction to anoint the 
sick person with oil while praying. Briefly summarize the content from 
the “Bible Comments” section. Encourage members to understand that 
this phrase falls within the admonition to pray, which was James’ pri-
mary emphasis.

 6. Ask members to carefully read verse 15a looking for the promises 
James made in relation to the “prayer offered in faith.” Discuss the var-
ious possible reasons that prayers might not be answered as we expect 
them to be answered. Explore various things James may have meant 
by “will make the sick person well.” Did the “well” only mean recovery 
of physical health? How might “the Lord will raise up” complement our 
understanding of James’ meaning?

 7. Now ask how James concluded verse 15. Discuss with members wheth-
er James was suggesting that forgiveness of sin depends on the individ-
ual’s prayer or if it includes prayers on the person’s behalf by others.

 8. Ask what word opens verse 16. Ask to what “therefore” might refer and 
why James might have put it at the opening of this statement. Help 
members understand that this section contains a thread of the pow-
er and importance of prayer by and among believers. Ask if any are in 
small groups where they pray for and hold each accountable. Explain 
that a growing number of churches are encouraging members to band 
together in such small groups.
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 9. Read aloud the last sentence of verse 16. Ask if members have other 
translations and will read the sentence from their translation. Discuss 
why a righteous person’s prayer might have great power. Have members 
read verses 17-18 to discover James’ example of the power of a righ-
teous person’s prayer.

Encourage Application

 10. Encourage members to partner with at least one other person in the 
class they will pray with this week as a commitment to “pray for each 
other.”

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. Say: Cross my heart and hope to die, to your class. Ask if any of them ever 
used that expression when they were children. Ask why they said it. 
Suggest that even as children we felt it necessary to add an oath to our 
statements to prove they were true. Point out that in James 5:12, he 
warned his readers to always speak truth, especially to one another.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Read aloud James 5:13. Point out the two extremes of life situations 
that James described—suffering and cheerful. Explain that James 
urged his readers to turn to God in both situations, both in prayer and 
praise. Both of these responses can be seen as forms of communicating 
with God.

 3. Ask members what the subject of prayer requests is often made to the 
church. If your church has a printed prayer list, point out how many re-
quests have to do with physical health. Suggest that churches today are 
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being faithful to James’ instruction to pray for the sick. Use informa-
tion from the “Bible Comments” section to discuss the issue of “anoint-
ing with oil.” What other subjects or people groups should we pray more 
often for?

 4. Ask someone to read verse 15 aloud. Remind the class of the previous 
discussion concerning the church’s prayer for the sick. Ask if when the 
church has prayed for healing has the person always recovered? Using 
information from the “Bible Comments” section, mention other Bible 
passages where prayer for healing did not result in the person’s recovery 
of physical health.

 5. Remind members of James’ admonition that believers “pray for each 
other.” Stress that one of the most valuable, healing experiences people 
can have is in sharing burdens and concerns with each other and then 
praying for each other. Suggest that prayer times during class sessions 
are an opportunity to “pray for each other.”

 6. Read verses 16b-18 aloud. Ask members if they recall any other pow-
erful prayers that Elijah prayed. Have them find 1 Kings 18:36-39 in 
their Bibles. Explain that Elijah’s praying for fire from heaven was the 
precursor to his prayer for rain. Comment that God is always ready to 
answer our prayers when we pray that He may be glorified in our lives 
and others may see Him in and through us.

Encourage Application

 7. Comment that many people have said “Prayer changes things,” which 
is an important and valid statement. Suggest an important corollary 
statement, “Prayer changes me.” Sometimes God may not change the 
things about which we are praying until we allow Him to change us to 
be more like Him. Lead the class in a prayer asking God to mold class 
members in becoming more Christlike.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

James directed his final thoughts to the important matter of rescuing those 
who are away from God. In particular, he wrote of those who were once part 
of the church but then wandered away from the community of faith, but his 
encouragement to gather them back also applies to those who were never 
part of the church to begin with. Most Christians know of someone who once 
was part of the church but have now wandered away, perhaps family, friends, 
or ex-church members. There are many distractions and reasons that people 
leave the church. Sometimes they may have left the church but still have a 
deep-seated faith, while others have even lost their faith. Regardless of when 
or why they wandered, they are still precious and valuable to God and each of 
us can be a part of the solution to win them back. Each of us should ask, “who 
do I know that needs a rescue?”

Interpreting the Scriptures

Identifying the Wanderers (5:19a)

The Greek word used here for wander is planethe, meaning one who goes off 
a directed or ordered path, deviated from the norm, or we might say, “got off 
course.” It is the word from which we get the English word planet because in 
the order of the night sky, the ancients saw that the stars, constellations, and 
galaxies were all ordered and exact while the planets seem to wander all over 
the place. We all know people who live “off-course” lives of randomness or 
disorder. Even those who once were part of the family of faith, have so wan-
dered away. Hebrews 2:1 gives the same warning of paying attention that we 
ourselves do not “drift away.”

In his book, You Lost Me, David Kinnaman divides those who have wan-
dered into three groups: Nomads, Prodigals, and Exiles. Nomads are those 
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who still have faith but have wandered from the organized church for various 
reasons. Prodigals are those that have left both faith and the church behind. 
Exiles are those who are still quite faithful but find themselves in spheres of 
life where they are isolated from other people of faith. They may work in sci-
ences, arts, politics, entertainment, and such and may not have a home in the 
traditional church, but still have a faith in God and must trek alone.1

The church had a long history of being one of the main institutions in 
most of its context. Most people either were in church or at least knew they 
should be. The days that the church was an automatic part of people’s lives 
are gone in many parts of the Christian world. The idea of simply building 
a church and expecting people to show up is not an effective way to reach 
people. Many churches will have “Come home” campaigns to draw back those 
who have left the church, but usually will have little results because the rea-
sons they left were not addressed. People have wandered for a variety of rea-
sons: personal tragedies, personal shifts in thinking, political or cultural is-
sues, divisiveness within the church, judgmental attitudes, lack of perceived 
value in the church, perception that the church does not care about them, 
busyness, loss of a sense of community, and others. Sometimes, churches 
think they are friendly and welcoming to outsiders; but for those on the 
fringe or margins of life, the church does not seem friendly or welcoming at 
all. To them, many churches seem like closed groups of people who really like 
each other but not anyone else. This is especially true for churches that have 
signs on their parking lots, playgrounds, or other places that say, “For Church 
Members Only.” Those signs might as well say, “If you aren’t a member, you 
don’t belong here, now go away!” (Please go take down those signs—today!)

Churches do little good for the wanderers when they argue over doctrinal 
issues or “stand up” for political causes but ignore the greater causes of the 
Bible of providing food, water, clothes, accepting the stranger, visiting those 
in prison and hospitals (Matthew 25:31-46). Churches also do little good for 
wanderers by becoming small, exclusive, closed societies of friends. All of this 
does not mean the church should disregard true doctrine and faith, but it 
must find effective ways to connect the wanderer once again to the grace of 
God.
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Search for the Wanderers (5:19b)

What can we do? More specifically, what can we do to bring them back? We 
can do it! We must rethink our strategies of outreach and evangelism. They 
must know we genuinely care about them and their needs. Grace must trump 
criticism and judgmentalism. Matthew 18:10-14 is the Parable of the Lost 
(Wandering) Sheep. The parable starts with the command to “not despise 
one of these little ones” because the Father in Heaven does not. Some trans-
lations say, “do not look down on them.” Those who have wandered are not 
the enemy, they are those who need rescuing. The parable goes on to say that 
even if 99 stayed in the fold but one wandered away, would not the shepherd 
go search for the one? The church must go after the lost sheep where it is, not 
hope that if we put on a good enough show, the sheep might wander back in 
(they won’t!).

Ezekiel 34:2-6 is as valid for the church today as it has been in any gen-
eration,

“Son of man, prophesy against the shepherds of Israel; proph-
esy and say to them: ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says: Woe to 
you shepherds of Israel who only take care of yourselves! Should not 
shepherds take care of the flock? You eat the curds, clothe yourselves 
with the wool and slaughter the choice animals, but you do not take 
care of the flock. You have not strengthened the weak or healed the 
sick or bound up the injured. You have not brought back the strays 
or searched for the lost. You have ruled them harshly and brutally. 
So, they were scattered because there was no shepherd,  and when 
they were scattered, they became food for all the wild animals. My 
sheep wandered over all the mountains and on every high hill. They 
were scattered over the whole earth, and no one searched or looked 
for them.”

Jesus described Himself as the Son of Man and the Good Shepherd, no 
doubt using Ezekiel 34 as the backdrop. He came to us. Immanuel means 
“God with us.” The Incarnation means that God came “in our flesh” (in carne). 
To rescue the wanderers, the church must be like Jesus and be “incarnation-
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al,” that is, we must be in our communities. Again, we do not sacrifice our 
true faith and doctrine, but we must be involved in our communities once 
again. Part of the Great Commandment is to love our neighbor (Matthew 
22:35-40). We must demonstrate that we care about them where they are. 
The Great Commission (Matthew 28:19-20), begins with the word, “Go.” We 
must go to them, not wait for them to come to us. The church must intention-
ally be “missional” also. Being missional does not just mean we send money 
to missionaries across the world. We must live missionally in our own com-
munities, perhaps even in our own homes.

For churches to rescue the wanderers, we need to focus on three things: 
building bridges to our immediate community, redevelop our evangelism 
(most believers have never led anyone to Christ), and re-establish our dis-
cipleship plans. Neither evangelism nor discipleship will be very ef-
fective though if the church is disconnected from its community. If 
none (or very few) of the members of the church live within five miles of 
the church, it is not connected to the community. In terms of race, age, or 
language, if the church looks nothing like its surrounding population, it is 
not connected to the community. If there are basic human needs in the im-
mediate community that the church is not at least trying to address, it is not 
connected to its community (again, refer back to Matthew 25). To rescue the 
wanderers, the church must refocus on connecting to its community. Caring 
and connecting are the ways to lead people back to the Lord.

Rescuing the Wanderers (5:20)

What is at stake? James said it bluntly, turning a wanderer back “will save 
them from death.” Each person is precious and valuable in the eyes of God. 
Every child in our local school needs the Lord. Every family in the homes sur-
rounding our churches needs the Lord. Every person that has wandered from 
our churches needs the Lord. We must use the caring-connecting method to 
open the channels of evangelism and discipleship. If “evangelism” is a word 
that is too big or theological for some people, then say it more simply, “telling 
others about Jesus.” With the double emphasis of the Great Commandment 
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and the Great Commission, the church must show love and share Christ to 
those in our immediate context, thereby rescuing them from death.

The last phrase that James used is that we will also “cover over a multi-
tude of sins.” First Peter 4:8 says nearly the same thing, “Above all, love each 
other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.” Both are alluding 
to Proverbs 10:12, “Hatred stirs up conflict, but love covers over all wrongs.” 
What sins are covered? And how are they covered? The answer is found in the 
words “multitude” and “all.” Rescuing wanderers means that their many sins 
will be forgiven as they come to the Lord. Their repentance and salvation will 
bring them forgiveness. But the church should also understand that we have 
our own sins that contributed to their wandering. We may have any of the 
following sins: judgmentalism, injustice, bitterness, disregarding the Great 
Commission and Great Commandment, lack of forgiveness, apathy, selfish-
ness, conceit, pride, or racism (and probably many others). We must also re-
pent of not being Christlike in our relationships. Those who come back to the 
Lord will experience a covering of their sins, but so too will the church that 
accepts them back.

Focusing on the Meaning

There is a world of people around us that need the Lord. Many of those who 
are not in church still identity as spiritual, even if the true gospel is unclear 
to them. Most people believe in God, Heaven, prayer, and the need for faith. 
Many of them do not have a clear understanding of any of these things, 
but they long for truth as much as any generation has. The only way that 
the church can influence them is to be in their lives. To be in their lives, the 
church must go to where they are. They will not automatically come to the 
church (with rare exceptions). As we go to them, care about them, and con-
nect with them, we can earn the right to share how they can come back to the 
Lord and thereby come back from death and have their sins covered (by the 
blood of Jesus) and perhaps even our own sins as well.
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NOTES

 1 David Kinnaman, You Lost Me (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2011).
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Lesson Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. On a marker board write—Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Sat-
urn, Uranus, and Neptune. Alternatively display a picture of the Solar 
System (a copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource 
Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org), for the class to see. Ask 
what we tend to call these objects (planets). Explain that they were giv-
en that name by ancient astronomers who identified them as “wander-
ing” across the sky in different patterns than the stars that tend to be 
fixed in their relationship to each other. Consequently, they called them 
“wanderers” or planets in ancient Greek. James used the same word to 
describe anyone who “wanders from the truth.”

Guide Bible Study

 2. Before class, ask three members to locate John 8:30-32, John 8:45-47 
and John 14:6, and then be ready to read the verses aloud when you call 
on them.

 3. If possible, locate and hold up a bubble level. If you cannot locate a level, 
show the picture of a bubble level from the “Teaching Resource Items.” 
(A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for 
this study at www.gc2press.org.) Discuss how builders use this tool to 
confirm that their structure is “true” or perfectly vertical and level. They 
compare what they are building to the level. They do not try to make the 
level match what they are building. The level is always “true” so they can 
be certain the building is built correctly. Suggest that many in our world 
today are suggesting that “truth” is not always the same for everyone. 
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There can be a “my truth” and a “your truth” and they may be diametri-
cally opposed to each other.

 4. Call on the members you earlier enlisted to read their verses aloud to 
the class. Explain that according to the Bible there is one truth, and 
His name is Jesus. Suggest that when James warned his readers about 
“wandering from the truth” he was not just talking about deviating 
from the body of doctrine. Rather, James was pointing back to his ear-
lier comments about living a life of faith that emulated Jesus’ life and 
teachings not merely having an intellectual “faith.”

 5. Ask members to read verse 19 again looking for the role believers are 
to play in each other’s lives. Ask members to share stories of times they 
got lost driving, hiking, etc. and how someone else helped them find 
their way. Instruct them to get with one or two others to discuss how 
believers ought to bring someone back to the truth. After a minute or 
two ask several members to share their ideas.

 6. Now call on someone to read verse 20 aloud to the class. Have the class 
listen for the benefits of bringing someone back to the truth. Ask what 
benefits they heard and who they think will reap the benefits of bring-
ing someone back from wandering.

Encourage Application

 7. On one side of your marker board write Society’s Wanderings then draw 
a vertical line down the middle of the board. Ask members to brain-
storm with you ways our society has wandered from God’s truth in any 
area. As they call out their ideas, write them on the board. They will 
probably mention things like abortion, sexual immorality, lying, steal-
ing, etc. After they have had a few minutes to answer, write Believers’ 
Wanderings on the other side of the marker board. Ask them to now 
list ways believers have wandered from God’s truth. Ask if they see any 
overlapping behaviors. Remind your students that while believers must 
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be witnesses to our unbelieving society, James was encouraging believ-
ers to help other believers who “wander from the truth,” return to it.

 8. Ask members to share stories of searching for a lost child in a store, 
mall, school, park, etc. Ask the members to also share their feelings 
of hope and hopelessness as they were searching. Close in leading the 
class in prayer for the lost and those who have wandered away from the 
truth.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

 1. On your marker board write Famous Wanderers. Ask the class to sug-
gest historical or mythical people that come to mind when they think of 
wandering. Some might suggest Daniel Boone, Johnny Appleseed, Od-
ysseus, Frontier Trappers, etc. Ask how they might distinguish between 
a person wandering and a person on a journey. Suggest that wandering 
usually is aimless with a lack of focused direction. Sometimes people 
wander because their attention is distracted by something. Point out 
that in verse 19 James has words about believers who are distracted 
from God’s truth.

Guide Bible Study

 2. Ask members what these things may have in common—a scientific cal-
culator, a dictionary, people who are experts in their fields, and a plumb 
bob. Allow a few moments for them to suggest commonalities. Suggest 
that all of these are sources where people can turn to discover truth—a 
calculator for a true answer to a math problem, a dictionary for the true 
spelling of a word, an expert for the true answer to a question, and a 
plumb bob for true vertical.
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 3. Suggest that believers have another source for discovering what is 
true—God’s Word, the Bible. In fact, Jesus expanded the disciples un-
derstanding of truth with His life. Ask a member to read John 5:39. 
Suggest that Jesus was talking to the Jewish leaders about their efforts 
to gain eternal life by searching Scripture but warned that they were 
missing the fact that the Scriptures were pointing to Him. In spite of 
their searching the truth of God’s Word, they were actually wandering 
from God’s plan for eternal life.

 4. Ask another member to read John 14:6. Explain that Jesus built on His 
earlier statements by telling His disciples He was the way to God, God’s 
truth in bodily form, and the source of true life. People who seek any of 
these things from a source other than Jesus are “wandering from the 
truth.”

 5. Ask members to read James 5:20 looking for the role that believers are 
supposed to play in the lives of those who wander from the truth. Help 
them understand that we are to engage others who have wandered from 
God’s truth to lovingly point them back in the path they should follow. 
Ask what James said will be the outcome of our bringing wanderers 
back to the truth.

Encourage Application

 6. Lead a discussion with class members on how they can graciously and 
kindly engage other believers in returning to the truth of living a Christ-
like life. Suggest that harsh confrontation rarely encourages a person to 
change their behavior. Discuss possible Bible study and prayer times 
that might stimulate discussions about living Christlike lives as James 
described earlier in his letter. Close with prayer asking God to guide 
members into meaningful conversations about living Christlike lives.
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Prayer for this Study

Words Matter
“But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, 
full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere” (James 3:17, ESV).

Father,

You are a great God, and You are to be praised greatly. I will magnify and exalt 
Your name and Your praise shall continually be on my lips. I will joyfully sing 
praises and speak of Your loving kindnesses.

Lord, in the book of James, it says to be a doer of the Word, not merely a hearer. 
Lord, Your Word instructs me to speak from Godly wisdom, to rely on the Holy 
Spirit to control, and keep a tight rein on my tongue. James warned that even 
though my tongue is a small part of my body, it can bring much destruction just 
as a forest fire can spread and destroy all that is in its path. Oh God, give me the 
power in my life to use my words to glorify You. Please forgive me, Lord, for the 
many times I have spoken impulsively without consideration of the consequenc-
es of my words. I confess to You, Oh God, that many times my words have been 
spoken in gossip, anger, bitterness, jealousy, or selfishness, without considering 
the feelings of others.

Lord, Your Holy Word tells me in Ephesians to only speak wholesome words that 
encourage others and meet their needs. Lord, I pray that the intent and tone of 
my words will be words of love, gentleness, and graciousness. Help me to develop 
the ability to listen and hear what others are saying and to treat them with dig-
nity and honor. May I be quick to offer words of encouragement and inspiration 
that leads to Godliness. May I speak with grace, love, kindness, and a non-judg-
mental spirit.

Lord, my prayer is the words of Psalm 19:14, “Let the words of my mouth and 
the meditation of my heart be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, my rock and my 
redeemer.” Fill me each day with Your Spirit as I surrender and yield to You and 
Your Holy Word, knowing that my speech reflects my heart. By Your mighty pow-
er, Lord, keep my lips from speaking evil or deceit. May I be vigilant in speaking 
biblical truth with compassion and courage. May my words give life and hope to 
others and glorify Your Holy name. Help me Lord, to forgive my offender and to 
use my words to restore broken relationships. My prayer, Oh Lord, is that my 
words will convey the love of Jesus to all I encounter.

In the strong name of Jesus,

Amen

DLB
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