Tuesday, November 23, 2004
James 1:1 – 27

Martin Luther called James an “epistle of straw”. Luther was nothing if not a man of both strong faith and strong opinions. In his time Roman Catholic doctrine taught men and women to work their way to heaven through penance, confession, devotion to the  saints, and even payment to the Church for a shorter time in Purgatory, the “half-way house” where a Christian remained after death until he finished paying for his sins and proceeded to heaven. To Luther, James’ teaching on faith and works could lead those who had come to know grace and faith back into the world of working for salvation. Today in a world where Christian faith sometimes seems all too invisible we can identify more clearly with James’ words.

This James was most likely the half-brother of Jesus who headed the Jerusalem church when Paul made his appearances there. He was the one who sent the message of compromise to the Gentile Christians of Paul’s flock. (See Acts 12, 15, and 21; also Galatians 1 and 2; Matthew 13:55; and I Corinthians 15:7 for more references to James) James was not an early follower of Jesus. Perhaps he did not really believe until his half-brother appeared to him after the resurrection. Since James was martyred around A.D. 62, his letter may be among the earliest, if not the first, of the writings of the New Testament (perhaps even prior to A.D.50). 

James’ was definitely written to Jewish Christians, perhaps those scattered early from Jerusalem due to persecution from Jewish leaders. 


As chapter one begins we see that, like Paul, James saw himself as a bondslave of Christ. This term indicated one who had been purchased by an owner and indebted to him forever. 


Like the writer of Hebrews, James points out that trial produces more faith, but that God does not cause it. We manage to get ourselves into all sorts of trouble over the years, but God is not the source. He is the source only of “every good thing given and every perfect gift.” (NASB)  We may also suffer persecution simply because we worship God. Even this is allowed by God in order that we might draw closer to Him and seek His unending support and love. 

In chapter one James also talks about seeking God without doubt, never being “driven and tossed by the wind” (vs.6). This is an impossible task of faith if we think it our own accomplishment, but faith is a gift from God. It is His will that we be strengthened by that gift when doubt enters our hearts and minds. He invites us to cling to Him and seek His strength, and the Holy Spirit enables us to do that. A prayer sometimes in our own hearts is also found in Mark 9:24 where the father of a spirit-possessed boy says to Jesus, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!” (NIV) God is able and willing to do just that!

James, in verses 9-10, reminds us and his early readers that if we are poor we can rejoice because Jesus has lifted us up beyond our earthly circumstance and proclaimed our value in God’s eyes. If we are rich we can rejoice that Jesus has assured us that the riches that do not comfort in this life have been replaced by Jesus who has purchased us and placed us in the blessed position of being bondservants to God.


Verse 12 tells us the importance of clinging to our God no matter what circumstance may come our way. 
