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BACKGROUND ON JAMES

Before you begin this study, write down anything you already know about the book of James:

INTRODUCTION
James speaks simply, pointedly, and clearly to the Jewish believers at the time of his writing as well as 
anyone who has put their faith in Jesus Christ and takes the name “Christian.” This small but mighty 
book is full of challenges, exhortations, and encouragements for every Christian. It is highly practical and 
leaves very few areas of our lives unexamined.  
 
In five chapters James will challenge our faith and the way we live. His whole letter addresses the connec-
tion between inward faith in Jesus and the outward working of that faith. The two must go together. 
James states, “For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also” (James 
2:26). The gospel of Jesus Christ is woven into the letter without explicitly talking about the life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. James will make the point clear that genuine saving faith found in Jesus 
Christ will produce good works. 

James speaks with Pastoral tenderness to his readers, often calling them “beloved brethren,” yet exhorts 
them to live a life that is faithful, pure, and submitted to God. He speaks of unity among believers and 
gives pointed words against favoritism and pride. He begins his letter by challenging our attitudes in trials 
and circles back to that topic as he ends his letter. He does this by speaking of the importance of prayer 
during times of suffering. He tells those who follow Christ to be a good example for others, to obey God, 
and to trust Him in all areas of life. You will be challenged to:

• Endure your trials with perseverance
• Avoid partiality 
• Work toward unity; avoid division in the church
• Control what you say 
• Trust God as the ultimate judge of unrighteousness 
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 • Look at earthly wealth with eternity in mind
 • Pursue Godly wisdom
 • Pray over all things
 • Care for those in need 
 • Have an eternal perspective



AUTHOR 
It is widely held that James, the oldest half-brother of Jesus, was the author (Mark 6:3). Interestingly, 
James doesn’t point out this fact. He refers to himself as a “bondservant of God and the Lord Jesus 
Christ” (James 1:1). As Jesus’ half-brother, he would have witnessed Jesus’ earthly ministry as well 
as seen firsthand how Jesus handled family relationships. Jesus’ perfect example, no doubt, made 
an impression on James, but it didn’t immediately affect his faith. 
 
Scripture tells us that James first rejected Jesus as the Messiah in John 7:5. It is likely that he did not 
put his faith in Jesus until after the resurrection. We are told in 1 Corinthians 15:7 that James was 
among those to see the risen Christ. Acts 1:14 says that he was among the disciples who met in the 
upper room for prayer following Jesus’ ascension. It seems that glorious appearance made him 
believe, and James became a disciple of Christ. He was a part of the formation of the early church 
on Pentecost. He later became a prominent leader of the Jerusalem church and would preside over 
a debate in the church about circumcision (Acts 15:13). Paul recounted the Jerusalem Council in 
Galatians 2:1-10. He calls James a pillar in the church. Much of what Paul says is echoed in the 
book of James. 
 
Known for his godliness and reverence to God, he has been nicknamed “James, the Just.” He also 
bears the nickname “Old Camel Knees” for his devotion to God in prayer as evidenced in the book 
of James. Tradition holds that James was executed around 62 A.D.  

AUDIENCE
The letter begins by addressing “the twelve tribes scattered abroad.”  Different opinions exist about 
who these people were at the time. Since James is writing to believers about the connection 
between a person’s faith and works, these twelve tribes are most likely Jewish-believing Christians.  
The word “brethren” is used 15 times when referring to his recipients. Additionally, James makes 
many allusions to the Old Testament. The scattered Jewish believers may have been dispersed after 
Stephen’s stoning at the end of Acts 7, but more likely under Herod Agrippa I’s persecution of 
Christians in Acts 12 around 44 A.D. This letter is also known as a “circular letter” which was 
typically passed from church to church. Despite its Jewish undertones, this letter is applicable for all 
believers. 

The book of James has been called a New Testament “how-to book” on the Christian life. Filled with 
practical, godly wisdom, like any good how-to book, James uses relatable illustrations for examples. 
He is more concerned with believers walking out their belief in Christ than a faith that shows no 
action. Because this is such an important part of the book of James, in the Acting section of each 
week’s lesson, you will complete a “head, heart, and habits” reflection. This portion of the lesson 
will encourage you to examine what the scriptures taught. Then you will be asked to seek God for 
any inconsistencies in your life. Finally, you will be challenged to see how God will develop new 
habits in you so that your faith is evident in all areas of your life. 
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DATE WRITTEN
The book of James is believed to be possibly one of the earliest written books of the New Testament 
and was likely written between 45-50 A.D.

MAP
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AS YOU GET STARTED
Summarize any information you gained after reading the introduction to James.

In the space below, write a prayer to the Lord about what you hope to gain from Him as you study 
the book of James.


