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When I was in college, my family took a trip out west. My dad had always wanted to visit that part of the country, so the summer between my freshman and sophomore year, we spent a few days in Montana and Wyoming.
· Picture: Grand Canyon of Yellowstone
· Lamar Valley
· We had a great time and made a lot of memories on that trip.

But my dad is a reader. He’s a researcher and he likes to study up before pulling the trigger on anything.
· And before our trip out West, he spent weeks reading magazines and travel guides, studying maps and atlas’, talking to fishing guides and outfitters over the phone and when we finally made it out to Yellowstone, we enjoyed the trip much more because dad knew what we were looking for and how to find it.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, vol. 2 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1996), 334.] 


PAUSE
Today, we begin a new sermon series in the NT book of James and before we launch into this study, I think it would be a good idea to prepare for the journey: to have an idea of where we’re going and what we can expect to find once we get there.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 334.] 

· And maybe the best way to prepare for this trip is to camp out in verse 1.

It can be tempting to skip the opening verses of the NT letters (to get on to the “good stuff”), but the letter introductions typically describe the writer and the recipients in ways that provide us with important clues about the nature and purposes of the letter that follows. 
· And the introduction of James is no exception.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, England: Eerdmans; Apollos, 2000), 47.] 


So, if you have your Bibles, turn to James 1 and we’ll jump in…
James 1:1 ESV James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion: Greetings.

I think there are four important questions that will help us prepare for this study of James.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Wiersbe, 334–335.] 

· Who was James? To whom did he write this letter? Why did he write this letter? How can we get the most out of this study?

Let’s tackle the first question…
I. Who was James?
James immediately identifies himself as the author, but the question is which James because there were several men who bore this name in the NT. There was:
· James, the son of Zebedee and brother of John.
· He was a fisherman called by Christ to become a disciple (Matt. 4:17–22). Jesus nicknamed he and his brother John “sons of thunder” because of their impulsiveness (Mark 3:17; Luke 9:51–56).
· But it’s unlikely that he is our author because in Acts 12, we read that James, son of Zebedee, was put to death by Herod. He was the first of the disciples to give his life for Christ — most likely, before this letter was even written.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary,, 335.] 

· James, the son of Alphaeus.
· He was another of the disciples (Matt. 10:3; Acts 1:13), but very little is known about him. Some scholars believe that he and Matthew were brothers. But there’s no indication that this James wrote the letter we are about to study.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary 335.] 

· James, the father of Judas the disciple.
· He’s an even more obscure man. Most likely, this Judas was called “the son of James” simply to distinguish him from Judas Iscariot.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary335.] 

· Then there was James, the half-brother of Jesus. (Son of Joseph and Mary).
· Most scholars believe he is the author of this letter.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Grant R. Osborne, “James,” in Cornerstone Biblical Commentary: James, 1–2 Peter, Jude, Revelation, ed. Philip W. Comfort, Cornerstone Biblical Commentary (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 2011), 19.] 


And even though his introduction is brief, there are a couple of interesting details about James, the brother of Jesus, that are worthy of our consideration. For starters…
a. He was an unbeliever during Jesus’ life on earth.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Osborne, “James,” 19.] 

John 7:1-5 NLT After this, Jesus traveled around Galilee. He wanted to stay out of Judea, where the Jewish leaders were plotting his death. 2 But soon it was time for the Jewish Festival of Shelters, 3 and Jesus’ brothers said to him, “Leave here and go to Judea, where your followers can see your miracles! 4 You can’t become famous if you hide like this! If you can do such wonderful things, show yourself to the world!” 5 For even his brothers didn’t believe in him.
Mark 3:20-21 NLT One time Jesus entered a house, and the crowds began to gather again. Soon he and his disciples couldn’t even find time to eat. 21 When his family heard what was happening, they tried to take him away. “He’s out of his mind,” they said.
· All the evidence suggests that during Jesus’ earthly ministry, James did not believe that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God.

So, obviously there was a drastic turning point in James’ life…
· Because in Acts 1, James, the brother of Jesus, is huddled up in the Upper Room praying with the disciples (Acts 1:14).
· In Galatians 2:9, Paul called him “a pillar” in the church.
· James, the brother of Jesus, is the one who moderated the church conference described in Acts 15.
· When Peter was delivered from prison, he sent a special message to James (Acts 12:17).
· When Paul visited Jerusalem, it was to James that he brought greetings and the special “love offering” from the Gentiles (Acts 21:18–19).[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 335.] 

· And while we have no record in the Bible, church tradition tells us that James was martyred in Jerusalem not long after penning this letter.
· According to the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, the Pharisees in Jerusalem so hated James’ testimony for Christ that they grabbed him, forced him to the top of the temple, and threw him off the temple mount. He didn’t die from the fall, so they picked up clubs and beat him to death. 
· Tradition adds that even in his final moments he would not recant, but rather prayed for his murderers, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 335.] 


PAUSE
Now, I don’t know about you, but naturally my mind wonders, what changed in James’ life? 
· What happened that he went from unbelieving critic to believer to church leader to martyr?

The Bible tells us exactly what happened…
1 Corinthians 15:3-7 NLT I passed on to you what was most important and what had also been passed on to me. Christ died for our sins, just as the Scriptures said. 4 He was buried, and he was raised from the dead on the third day, just as the Scriptures said. 5 He was seen by Peter and then by the Twelve. 6 After that, he was seen by more than 500 of his followers at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have died. 7 Then he was seen by James and later by all the apostles.
· What happened to James? The resurrection happened!

Church, you hear me say every Easter that the resurrection of Jesus Christ changes everything and James is living proof.
· He lived as a brother to Jesus for years. 
· James and Jesus played together, roamed the foothills together, rode bikes together, they ate moon pies and drank Dr. Enuffs together, put up hay together, slept on the same bunkbed, and went to school together.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Leadership Ministries Worldwide, Hebrews-James, The Preacher’s Outline & Sermon Bible (Chattanooga, TN: Leadership Ministries Worldwide, 1996), 222.] 

· James had a front row seat to be able to observe the life of Jesus and obviously, he found no fault in Christ because after the Lord’s resurrection, James fully accepted the glorious truth that Jesus is the King of Kings and Lord of glory. He is the Savior of the world whom God promised from the beginning of time.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  LMW, Hebrews-James, 222.] 


So, everything that we’re going to read in this letter is written from a man who had been an unbeliever (John 7:5), but an encounter with Jesus after the resurrection put him on the road to faith (1 Cor. 15:7).[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Thomas D. Lea, Hebrews, James, vol. 10, Holman New Testament Commentary (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999), 256.] 


Second interesting detail…
a. Is what James does not say about himself.

James doesn’t mention his special relationship to Jesus. He simply identifies himself as “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ.”[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Moo, The Letter of James, 48.] 


Leslie’s internet.

We would almost expect James to engage in a bit of divine “name-dropping”—for example, “James, the brother of the Lord Jesus Christ.”
· But the way James introduces himself tells us what we really need to know.
· Here’s a man who was satisfied to be known simply as God’s servant.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  J. Michael Walters, James: A Bible Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition (Indianapolis, IN: Wesleyan Publishing House, 1997), 33–34.] 

· JTB

The word servant literally means “slave.” 
· James viewed himself as the property of God. 
· Jesus was his savior, the promised Messiah, but Jesus was also his master and Lord — the One to whom all his service was due.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Moo, James: An Introduction and Commentary, 60.] 

· Regardless of what was happening in his life (whether times were good or bad — and they were bad) … regardless of what was happening, James’ servanthood to the Lord Jesus Christ was all that really mattered.

PAUSE
So, again, James is giving us clues about what will follow.
He shows us that our identity shouldn't be found in our titles, status, or earthly backgrounds, but in being servants of Jesus. 
· All of life is to be seen through the lens of our servanthood to the Lord Jesus Christ.
· This posture of humility is exactly what prepares the heart to navigate the trials and tests that are discussed in the verses immediately following this passage.

PAUSE
James, the brother of Jesus wrote this letter. James, who had been an unbeliever but came to faith after seeing the resurrected Christ. James, who viewed Christ as Lord over every realm of his life and was committed to his service.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Lea, Hebrews, James, 257.] 


Second question…
II. To whom did James write this letter?

James addresses his letter to “the twelve tribes scattered among the nations.” 
· Which may refer to Jewish Christians living outside of Palestine.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Lea, Hebrews, James, 257.] 

· Jews who had come to faith in Christ.

However, the title “twelve tribes of Israel” is a comprehensive term.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  LMW, Hebrews-James, 223.] 

And we know that in the NT, the OT designations for the people of God are often applied to the Church. (Jews and Gentiles alike).
· In Galatians, Paul describes Jews and Gentiles as “the true children of Abraham” (Gal 3:7) and the true “Israel of God” (Gal 6:16).
· In 1 Peter, the apostle speaks of ‘the exiles of the Dispersion’ (God’s chosen people) and goes on (1:2) to define them as those who have experienced the sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  J. A. Motyer, The Message of James: The Tests of Faith, The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1985), 24.] 


The early church looked upon itself as the Israel of God. In Christ, Jews and Gentiles saw themselves citizens of heaven and exiles living in a foreign land, alienated from and despised by the people of this world (see on 1 Pet 1:1, 17; 2:11).[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Osborne, “James,” 21.] 


So, James wrote this letter to Christians, and he wrote to Christians that had been scattered far and wide. The word literally means to sow seed.
· If you remember in Acts, the church in Jerusalem was growing like crazy until Stephen was murdered. 
· After that, the Bible tells us that a great wave of persecution broke out against the Christians in Jerusalem and they scattered all over the place, preaching the gospel as they went.
· So, James wrote to Christians all over the known world.

Shower door manual

PAUSE
James is telling us that he’s writing to all Christians. 
What he has to say is imperative for all believers to hear and heed. 
· Whether we’re in Palestine, Phoenicia, Antioch, or Greeneville, what James has to say is applicable to all believers of all generations.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  LMW, Hebrews-James, 223.] 


On to the third question…
III. Why was it written?

James wrote this letter to encourage/challenge Christians to grow up in their faith.
Simply put, James’ readers needed to grow up.
· Some of the believers had allowed the trials of life to completely sour their outlook and attitude. They had allowed themselves to become joyless.
· Others were not living what they professed to believe. 
· They claimed to know Jesus as their savior and Lord, but their life told a different story. Their priorities told a different story.
· Furthermore, the tongue was a serious problem among James’ readers, even to the point of creating wars and divisions in the assembly. They said and posted whatever they wanted to say and post and justified every word as if there are certain situations in life in which it’s ok to tear people down and criticize and spew venom with our words. As if the Lord is not going to hold us accountable for every word we’ve spoken.
· Some Christians were fighting and feuding.
· Worldliness was another problem.
· Some of the members were flat out disobeying God’s Word.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 335–336.] 


It may seem like James is just discussing an array of miscellaneous issues. But all these problems had a common cause: spiritual immaturity. [footnoteRef:25] [25:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 335–336.] 

· So, James wrote this letter to challenge Christians to grow up in their faith.

PAUSE 
And to me, one of the toughest parts about this letter is that James challenges us to grow up in our faith, to push on towards spiritual maturity, even in the midst of trials.
· Because I don’t know about you but I think the temptation in seasons of trial is to use our trials as an excuse to pause, or give up altogether, living the life of faith that God has called us to live.

And James’ “tough love” can be hard for us living in 2026 because we live in a culture that has conditioned us to silence anyone who loves us enough to move from edification and encouragement into engagement and rebuke.
· We don’t want anyone telling us that we need to grow up.

We’ve even gone so far as to label this kind of engagement as hate and bigotry. 
· If you don’t support me in my choices 100%, if you don’t encourage me to pursue the desires of my heart (whatever they may be), then you are a hateful person.

PAUSE
But church, we’ve gotten it backwards.
· Engaging one another is not being hateful and in this letter, James is going to ask us some engaging questions.

Questions like:
· Is any trial a reason not to be joyful (1:2)? 
· Are the differences in poverty and wealth to cause favoritism (2:1–13)? 
· Even in trials, shall we be cursing other people (3:9) or grumbling against each other (5:9)?
· Is loss of anything a reason to fight with each other (4:1–2)? 
· Is sickness or other trouble a cause to cease praying or trusting in God (5:13–14)?

Right out of the gate James says to his readers, “Hey, I know that you’re facing trials. I know you’re confused, afraid, heartbroken, and upset. I know what’s going on and I know you’ve got questions.”[footnoteRef:26] [26:  George M. Stulac, James, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series (Westmont, IL: IVP Academic, 1993), Jas 1:1.] 

· “But don’t put off your life of faith until times get better. Right now, in the midst of your suffering, is the very time to be putting your servanthood to Christ into practice.”

James wrote this letter to encourage/challenge Christians to grow up in their faith.
Because even in “trials of many kinds,” we are to continue living the life that James will describe in this letter. We are to grow up in Lord.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Stulac, James, Jas 1:1.] 


Last question…
IV. How can we get the most out of this study?

Well, church, since the theme is spiritual maturity, I think a study of James must begin by examining our own hearts to see where we are in the Christian life.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 336.] 

· Where do we stand? Do we need to grow up? Are we strong in the Lord? Are we weak? Are we immature? Where do we stand?

First of all,…
a. It’s essential that we’ve been born again.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 336.] 

Apart from spiritual birth there can be no spiritual maturity. 

Jesus told Nicodemus…
John 3:3 NLT “I tell you the truth, unless you are born again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God.”

So, I ask you today—have you been born again? 
Call it conversion, call it commitment, or call it being saved — the question is, has it happened to you? 

A born-again Christian is someone who has repented of their sins and turned to Christ for their salvation, and as a result has become part of God’s family. 

By nature, we are not members of God’s family, and we don’t have any right to inherit eternal life. The reason is because of our sin. We have rebelled against God, and because of that, the Bible says, we are “separated from the life of God … due to the hardening of (our) hearts” (Ephesians 4:18).
· But Jesus Christ came to save us and to make us part of His family! He did this by dying for our sins on the cross and by conquering death through His resurrection. 

So, have you been born again?

If we have been born again, there’s a second essential for getting the most out of what James has written…
b. We must honestly examine our lives in the light of God’s Word.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 336.] 

James compares the Bible to a mirror (James 1:22ff). As we study the Word, we are looking into the divine mirror and seeing ourselves as we really are. 
· But James warns us that we must be honest about what we see and not merely glance at the image and walk away.

PAUSE
Church, a temptation in our culture is to elevate our feelings over the Word of God. The temptation to believe that we can arrive at the truth and solve ultimate questions of life, apart from the Lord and His Word.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Melick, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, 253.] 

· Four years ago, right before the United Methodist church split and the conservatives left, a survey conducted by UM Communications found that only 29% of American United Methodists affirmed Scripture as the most authoritative source of their personal theology and beliefs.
· That same survey showed that nearly half of American United Methodists consider their own personal experiences as the most authoritative source of their personal theology, even over Scripture.

PAUSE
Hypotheticals
· Plumbing
· Electrical
· Vehicle 

Human thinking may sound good, but we must honestly examine our lives in the light of God’s Word.

So, how about us? Are we examining ourselves in light of God’s Word?

Another essential for getting the most out of this study…
c. We must be ready to obey what God teaches us. 
We must be “doers of the Word and not hearers only” (James 1:22).[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 336.] 


Parable of the builders.
· Both hear. Both had the Bible app on their phone, went to church, and listened to KLove radio.
· But the question is not whether we can say nice, polite, enthusiastic, or even orthodox, things about Jesus; but whether doing what Jesus says is one of our life’s major realities.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  John R. W. Stott, The Message of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7): Christian Counter-Culture, The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1985), 209.] 


So, are we ready to obey what God teaches us? James will call us to walk in obedience to Lord

And then one last essential for getting the most out of this study…
d. We must be prepared for opposition/trial.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 337.] 

Whenever we are serious about spiritual growth, the enemy will be serious about opposing us. 
· Exercising

I can’t speak for you, but from my own personal experience, there’ve been times in my life when I’ve expected that my obedience to Christ would be easy. I’ve had it in my mind that obedience would just be easy.
· But obedience to Christ is often difficult. 
· If we sit around waiting for obedience to be easy, we’ll spend our lives waiting in disobedience. 

Warren Wiersbe wrote, “there may come a time in studying the book of Jame when you decide that continuing is too difficult. Satan may turn on the heat and make things so difficult for you that you will want to retreat. But don’t do it! When that time arrives, you will be on the verge of a new and wonderful blessing in your own life, a thrilling new step of maturity. Even if Satan does turn on the heat, remember that your Father in heaven keeps His almighty hand on the thermostat! … Christian maturity is something we must work at constantly. So don’t give up! There is travail in birth, and there is also travail in maturity (Gal. 4:19).”[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 337.] 


So, are we ready for opposition?

PAUSE
James 1:1 sets the stage for a practical, life-changing letter. 
So, as we begin this journey, have we packed for trip?
· Are we surrendered to Jesus as Lord?
· Are we ready to honestly examine our lives in light of God’s Word?
· Are we ready to walk in obedience to our Lord?
· Are we prepared for trials and opposition?
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