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WHAT ’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE
This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
➤ to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Study Guide.
➤ to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
➤ to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.
The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps
Bible Background

Teaching Outline

The Study Guide is your main
source of Bible study material.
This section helps you more fully
understand and
interpret the Scripture text.

provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide.

Teacher Options
The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, and end
for the session, with focus paragraphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the page because they
are the most important part of the Teaching Guide. These
paragraphs will help you move your class from “what the text
meant” to “what the text means.”

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each session than you can use, so choose the options from each section
to tailor the session to the needs of your group.

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching
Guide, placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided
which options to use, gather the appropriate materials.
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Lesson

Bible Background
Just Do It
It is tricky to define “religion”
in our current culture. There
are a smorgasbord of religious
options available to us and our neighbors. But not all religions are created
equal. What constitutes “religion that is
pure and undefiled before God” ( Jas 1:27)?
The letter of James, which perhaps is
better understood as a sermon, defines
religion in terms of what one does. James
calls us to action; his first chapter is all
about doing. Throughout James, there is
a strong emphasis on the spiritual implications of relating to one another with
respect to differences of economic standing. If religion is a difficult concept to pin
down, the religious implications of wealth
and poverty are even more so.
James was written in the middle of the
first century AD. Defining “religion”—
particularly religion’s implications for
economic relationships—was no less
tricky then. The mid-first century was
marked both by severe economic circumstances and social, political, and religious
upheavals that eventually led to the
Jewish Revolt of AD 66–70 (Moo, 34). The
letter was apparently written to Jewish
believers in Jesus. The salutation “to the
twelve tribes in the Dispersion” ( Jas 1:1)
suggests the original readers were Jews
living outside the land of Israel. Perhaps
they had lived in the wider Gentile world
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for some time. Perhaps they had been
dispersed from their homeland fleeing
persecution such as the stoning of
Stephen (Acts 8). They seem to have
been poor for the most part, “caught in a
situation of considerable social tension”
(Moo, 30). As marginalized and
“dispersed” people, the author calls upon
them to practice their faith in full awareness that they are different from the
predominant culture around them.

Hearing and Doing
James 1:22 speaks of deceiving oneself.
James assumes that a person who has
been touched by the grace of God in
salvation should give evidence of a
transformed life.
It seems that some in James’s era
followed a caricature of Paul’s teachings
on justification by faith that implied one
could continue to live as one pleased after
coming to Christ. Of course, this is not
Paul’s message at all. On the contrary,
authentic faith transforms one’s entire
being. This transformation involves a
shift from one way of life to another and
a willingness to reflect on one’s state of
spiritual formation. True believers don’t
merely listen to the word of God, we do
what it says (v. 22).
The analogy of the mirror in verses
23-24 suggests that the word of God
has a corrective function. Just as we look
in a mirror to see where our outward
appearance needs work, shouldn’t we

look into the word to see where we still
need to be transformed spiritually?
The “word” (v. 22) is further
described in verse 25 as “the perfect
law, the law of liberty.” This merges the
Jewish description of the Mosaic law with
the good news of Jesus Christ. This equation of law and gospel makes sense
considering James’s audience is made up
of Jewish believers. Such readers would
naturally grasp how the liberty found in
Jesus fits within the context of God’s
perfect law. Living with God at the center
of our lives brings freedom not only to be
doers of the word, but also the ultimate
freedom from empty and worldly living.
As Moo explains, “James wants to stress
to his hearers that the ‘good news’ of
salvation brings with it an unavoidable,
searching demand for complete
obedience” (84).

Good and Bad Religion
Verse 26 raises the issue of controlling the
tongue, a major theme in James. Here the
author makes a practical statement about
self-deception. It is possible, James says,
to think we are “religious” yet have a
mouth that is out of control. But if we
can’t control our tongues, our religion is
worthless.
If our tongue is under control, we
will be ready to listen to others with
empathy and compassion. Such listening
lets our faith be a force that transforms
others, rather than something that merely
consumes God’s grace without giving
anything back. A consuming faith twists
religion into a matter of satisfying our
own selfish desires. That kind of so-called
faith is, in fact, worthless.
James is concerned about faith and
love. He understands that not everyone
who professes faith truly has it. On the
contrary, faith is demonstrated by one’s
behavior. Far, then, from drawing a
contrast between faith and law, he places
the two side by side. He does, however,
make a distinction between “the empty
profession of religion and its living
expression” ( Johnson, 458).
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I. Being Doers of the Word (Jas 1:22-24)
A. James’s Call to Do the Word (v. 22)
B. Hearers (v.23)
C. Reflections (v. 24)
II. The Perfect Law of Liberty (Jas 1:25)
A. Mosaic Law
B. The Law and the Word
III. Pure Religion (Jas 1:26-27)
A. Worthless Religion (v. 26)
B. True Religion (v. 27)

The word James uses for “religion”
(threskeia) in verses 26-27 has to do with
worship, especially in the sense of a
worship service, liturgy, or ritual. The
ones who think they are religious may
boast of their church attendance and
know the words to every hymn, but true
religion has to do with acting on our faith
in the actions of our lives.
The conclusion to this chapter in
verse 27 is eloquent and concise. But we
must not think that James has given us a
complete definition of religion. He does,
however, highlight two important hallmarks of pure and undefiled religion: care
for the vulnerable and purity before God.
God’s concern for those who are
helpless and living in the margins of
society is evident in every book of the
Bible. Jesus himself was constantly ministering to people who were usually
overlooked by society as a whole. James
calls believers not to exploit the weak—the
widows and the orphans—but, on the
contrary, to care for them in their distress.
Believers must have a holy compassion
for such people that is born out of their
devotion to God. Honoring God comes
first, for this relationship is the source of
everything else. We must first hear God’s
word. But there must be a step beyond

mere hearing in which we act out our faith through acts of love. In this way, we reflect
who God is.
This word, remember, is also the perfect “law of liberty” (v. 25). Therefore, we must
not interpret James’s instruction as exchanging one set of rigid commands for another.
Rather, these words are meant to bring lightness and freedom to our lives. God’s word is
able to transform and to save, so it is the measure by which Christians should live.
James also calls us to keep ourselves “unstained” by the world (v. 27). Does this
mean retreating from the world into a monastery or religious commune? More likely,
James understood this to mean maintaining a heart attitude of keeping God at the
center of our lives rather than conforming to the attitudes and behaviors of those
around us.

A Way to Begin
James wrote in the context of hard economic times and social and religious
tension. In difficult times, how we spend our time and money speaks volumes
about what is important to us. If we do not give attention to holiness or deeds
of compassion, James calls to question how authentic that faith really is.

❍ Doing the Word

Today’s lesson begins with the command
to “be doers of the word, and not merely
hearers” ( Jas 1:22). Observe that many
define Christian faith in terms of what
one believes or says. Others may include
aspects of behavior in their definition, but
these may be restricted to avoiding a
(rather limited) number of overt sins.

Questions

➤ When have you observed someone
“doing” the word?
➤ How do we know if we are practicing
our faith rightly or appropriately?
➤ How much of our lifestyle is determined by our culture and how much by
God’s word?
➤ Is it possible to be completely unaffected by our culture? Why or why not?

❍ Religion in the Media

Discuss perceptions of religion and religious people in popular media.

Questions

➤ When have you seen persons of faith
(Christian faith or any other) portrayed
in a positive light?
➤ When have religious people been
portrayed negatively?
➤ What do you think accounts for the
negative portrayals?
➤ What responsibility do Christians bear
for the way they are portrayed in books
or movies or on TV?
In this lesson, James challenges believers not to deceive themselves about the
state of their spiritual lives. We may think
we are following God devotedly, but our
behavior may tell a different story.

Teaching Guide
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Some Christians avoid the letter of James because it seems to contradict Paul’s
teaching about the sufficiency of faith alone. In reality, James demonstrates how
faith and works are interrelated, bringing necessary balance to those who have
misunderstood the nature of biblical faith.

❍ Questions for Discussion

Questions

Read James 1:22-24. Compare hearing and
doing to the input and output of a
system. For example, we eat (input) to fuel
our body so it can work (output). Or we
earn money (input) so we can spend it on
our needs and desires (output). Ask the
following questions.

➤ In your religious upbringing, have you
heard more about the negative
command to avoid being “stained by
the world” or about the positive
command to care for the vulnerable?
➤ Why do you think James put these two
aspects of genuine faith together?

Questions

❍ Mirror, Mirror

➤ What happens to a system that is all
input and no output?
➤ What sorts of “output” should be
expected of those who have welcomed
the word of God into their hearts?
➤ What is the point of James’s comparison between looking in a mirror and
hearing God’s word?
Read James 1:25. James further
describes the “word” as “the perfect law,
the law of liberty.” In what sense is God’s
word a law? In what sense is it a “law of
liberty”? Note that James bestows a blessing on those who look into this law and
persevere. How is persevering related to
doing the word?
Read James 1:26-27. Draw two
columns on the board, one labeled
“Worthless Religion” and one labeled
“Pure and Undefiled Religion.” As a class,
brainstorm words or expressions from
these verses that belong in each category.
Note that James is not providing an
exhaustive definition, but rather is indicating the sorts of activities faithful
believers should seek to avoid or embrace.
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Provide a hand mirror for participants to
pass around.
Read James 1:22-27. Discuss how
God’s word functions as a mirror.
Different people respond differently to
what they see in this mirror, but God’s
intention is that we see ourselves rightly
and then act accordingly.
The perfect law of liberty is how we
see what God has created us to be. James
calls believers to a quiet, patient, reflective
existence before God that results in godly
action.

A Way to End
There is no special formula for rightly practicing our faith. Even so, we can strive
for a faith that is pure and undefiled. James describes faith in action both in
outward acts of compassion and the inner struggle for holiness. Help participants appreciate how these acts reflect the true state of our hearts.

❍ Helping the Helpless

Divide the class into three groups. Assign
each group one of the following Scripture
passages: (1) Isaiah 1:10-17, (2) Psalm
10:17-18, 68:5, 146:8-10, (3) Luke 4:16-19.
Have each group read their passage and
summarize it for the whole class. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ Who are the helpless, outsiders,
orphans, or widows around us?
➤ What are we already doing to help the
most vulnerable?
➤ If we help out of guilt or to fulfill an
external religious duty, what does this
say about the condition of our hearts?
➤ Is God honored if we help others for
selfish motives? Why or why not?
➤ How can we remain “unstained by the
world” in our motivation to show
compassion?

❍ Confession and Thanks

If you have not already done
so, note on the board the
ways James describes worthless religion as opposed to
pure and undefiled religion.
Note the importance of bridling our
tongues and being honest about what is
in our hearts for the kind of religion
James praises.

Questions

➤ What leads us to deceive ourselves
about our spiritual health?
➤ How does the surrounding culture
lower the bar on what is acceptable
behavior for a Christian?
Distribute copies of the resource page
“Confession and Thanks.” Use this brief
order of worship to lead participants in a
time of private confession and thanksgiving for God’s grace.

Resources
Stephen L. Harris, Understanding the Bible (Mountain View
CA: Mayfield, 1997).
Luke T. Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament: An
Interpretation (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985).
Douglas J. Moo, James, Tyndale New Testament
Commentaries, ed. Leon Morris (Grand Rapids MI :
Eerdmans, 1993).
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Bible Background
Our Glorious Lord
James begins chapter 2 by
declaring that partiality has no
place in the life of the Christian.
This is a problem that has always existed,
and we continue to struggle with it today.
In the first century, James’s readers apparently struggled with the problem of
discrimination against the poor. The
Greek word used for “partiality” has to do
with “making judgments and distinctions
based on external considerations such as
physical appearance, social status, or
race” (Moo, 87).
In 2:1, James questions the faith
in “our glorious Lord Jesus Christ” of
someone who would show favoritism. He
obviously takes the problem of favoritism
very seriously. He begins his comments
by affirming the glory of Christ. James
contends that believers should only give
glory to Christ and not to other human
beings.
This verse has one of only two direct
references to Jesus in the whole letter.
Therefore, we should not take it lightly.
James gives the audience a full picture of
Jesus in this small phrase by naming Jesus
the “Christ”: the Messiah, the one who
came to save and to judge. He also calls
Jesus “Lord.” This title was often used for
God in the Old Testament. James wants
his readers to understand that Jesus sits
at the right hand of God with divine
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authority. Like Paul (1 Cor 2:8), James
hails Jesus as a glorious Lord. Jesus is
the only one who was sinless in nature,
willing to be the Savior of all, and the
glorified God-man. Followers of Christ
should only show partiality and give glory
to him.

Showing Partiality
James goes on to illustrate the attitude
of favoritism in the Christian “assembly”
(v. 2). Two people enter the assembly, one
rich, one poor. They are judged and
treated according to their outward
appearance. The rich man is dressed in
bright clothes, and the poor man is in
shabby clothes. The rich man is seated in
comfort, while the poor man is told to
either stand or sit on the floor.
If this is how believers treat others,
then they have made distinctions and
become judges with evil thoughts (v. 4).
Such behavior says something about the
condition of one’s heart. As in chapter 1,
James challenges us to consider the real
sin issue behind our behavior. Why do we
treat people differently based on their
appearance?
The most important reason not to
show partiality is that God never does
this. Rather, God has chosen the poor in
the world to be rich in faith and heirs to
the kingdom (v. 5). This is not a new revelation. Throughout the Old Testament,
God has called God’s people to show
honor to and take care of the poor. In

verse 5, God’s choice is based on the
believer’s choice of loving God. This
choice gives them the status of heirs.
God is the one true Judge and the only
one who has the right to make distinctions.
In verses 6-7, James makes reference
to his contemporary situation, in which
rich people often oppressed the poor. He
begins by accusing his readers of dishonoring the poor. Sadly, believers in Christ
demonstrate an attitude of partiality that
is at odds with the ways of God, who
always gives honor to those who need help.
James chides poor believers who,
rather than taking a stand for justice,
actually give deference to their own
oppressors. Not only do these oppressors
exploit the poor, they also “blaspheme the
excellent name” of Jesus Christ, which
was invoked over them in baptism (v. 7).
Perhaps because of fear, some of
James’s readers were showing partiality
to those who were oppressing and persecuting. Even if fear was the motivation,
their partiality was still based on selfcenteredness.
In verse 8, James goes on to quote
Leviticus 19:18: “You shall love your
neighbor as yourself.” He calls this the
“royal law.” This law may be linked with
the “perfect law, the law of liberty” in
1:25. If so, James once again combines
the Old Testament law with the good
news of Jesus Christ ( Jesus cited this
commandment in Matthew 22:39).
Fulfilling this “royal law” is essential to
doing the will of God. In the Old
Testament, one’s “neighbor” was especially a fellow Israelite. Jesus, however,
expanded the application to include
everyone his followers might encounter,
including foreigners and enemies (Moo, 94).
James goes on to say in verses 9-10
that the law must be taken as a whole.
One who disobeys part of the law is
accountable for all of it. Certainly, the
“royal law” is a significant commandment
of God that disallows any form of
partiality.

I. A Condemnation of Favoritism
(Jas 2:1-4)
A. Acts of favoritism do not belong in a
Christian’s life (v. 1).
B. James illustrates the attitude of
favoritism with a hypothetical situation involving two visitors to the
Christian “assembly” (vv. 2-3).
C. Making distinctions and judging one
another are wrong (v. 4).
II. Keeping the Whole Law (Jas 2:5-10)
A. The poor are rich in faith (v. 5).
B. The rich, in fact, oppress the poor,
and poor Christians in particular
(vv. 6-7).
C. The “royal law” is to love one’s neighbor (v. 8).
D. Partiality is a sin (v. 9).
E. The law is unified; failing at one point
makes one accountable for the whole
(v. 10).
III. Faith without Works (Jas 2:14-17)
A. Faith without works cannot save
(v. 14).
B. What is the good of blessing people
and sending them on their way
without addressing their practical
needs (v.15-16)?
C. Faith without works is dead (v. 17)

Dismissing Human Need
After a further elaboration on the
importance of keeping the law of God,
James returns in verses 14-17 to the
apparent controversy noted in 1:22 over
the teachings of Paul. James was aware
that some Christians claimed that, since
they were justified by faith, they were
free to live as they pleased. In part, they
thought this excused them from any obligation to care for the poor. James,
however, asserts that faith and works
can’t exist without each other. Johnson
states, “For James, a faith that is not articulated in action is ‘empty’ (or barren), as

Teaching Guide

9

dead as a body lacking its spirit (2:17, 26)—no faith at all” (458). James is not denying
that we are saved by grace through faith. He insists, however, that any so-called faith
that is not accompanied by works cannot be real. Faith expresses itself in works, and
works are born from a deep faith.
James concludes his argument with another illustration of faith without works.
What good is it, he asks, if one sees someone in need of compassionate help and instead
merely wishes them well and sends them away, saying, “Go in peace” (v. 16)? “Go in
peace” was a common Jewish farewell or dismissal. Here, however, it reveals an attitude
of dismissal of basic human needs in plain sight.
Such behavior is the opposite of how God relates to human beings. Believers are
called to care for others, for in so doing, they have rendered service to Jesus himself
(Mt 25:31-46). Living like this requires eyes that are open to see those in need and hearts
that are willing to extend mercy. If we truly follow Christ, our eyes will be opened to our
neighbors and we will work out our faith in compassionate action.

A Way to Begin
God has created us as unique individuals and given each of us a unique situation in which to live out our faith. Kingdom living may look different for each
of us in our particular settings. For all of us, however, following Jesus involves
opening our eyes to the needs of those around us and also to our own tendencies toward favoritism.

❍ Draw Your Neighborhood

Distribute paper and crayons to each
participant. Have them draw a map of
their neighborhood. Tell them to write
the names of the neighbors they know on
the map.
Display a map of your city or county.
Point out where your church is located.
Note the neighborhoods or businesses in
your immediate area.

Questions

➤ How many of your neighbors do you
know by name? How do you and your
neighbors help each other?
➤ How well do we know the people who
live and work near our church?
➤ What needs do our neighbors have?
➤ How are we involved in meeting those
needs?

❍ Honest Reflection

Distribute paper and pens to each participant. Have them draw a small circle and
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write their name in it. Have them add
other circles labeled with important
aspects of their identity (for example,
their sex, ethnic identity, occupation,
family roles, etc.).

Questions

➤ Which of these aspects of your identity
are immediately obvious? Which would
someone have to get to know you to
discover?
➤ When have you been especially proud
of one of these aspects? Why?
➤ When has it been difficult to be identified with a particular aspect? Why?
➤ What stereotype might someone apply
to you based on your circles? Would
this be fair or accurate?
➤ How do we categorize or stereotype
people?
➤ What might God think about the
distinctions we make between people?

A Way to Explore Scripture
Scripture states in verse after verse that God is on the side of the poor. God is not
partial, and God is a God of justice and mercy. But God has a special concern for
the weak and vulnerable, and we must examine whether we have God’s perspective
on this, or are we cozy in a state of unconcern. Help participants grasp the nature of God’s
concern for the poor.

❍ Be Dramatic

Early in the week, enlist two volunteers to
act out the scenario of the rich visitor and
the poor visitor in James 2:1-10. Play the
role of the partial host, fawning over the
rich visitor and abusing the poor one.
Play it out as long as you want. Laugh
together.
Discuss how this kind of dynamic
would play out in different circumstances,
such as at a social event, in a restaurant,
etc.

❍ Playing Favorites

Have participants choose a partner (not
their spouse) and divide into pairs. Have
them share with their partners the
answers to several ice-breaker questions
such as:
➤ What is your favorite pastime?
➤ What is your favorite type of music?
➤ What is your favorite athletic team?
Comment that we tend to feel more at
home around people whom we are like.
This is not necessarily good or bad, and at
some level it is probably unavoidable.
Read James 2:1-10, 14-17. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ Does God have “favorites”? Explain.
➤ What is wrong with the favoritism
James describes in verses 2-7?
➤ What about the way we do church
encourages favoritism? What discourages it?
➤ Why does James call the command to
love one’s neighbor as oneself the
“royal law” (v. 8)?
➤ According to the Scripture, who is our
“neighbor”?
➤ Read verses 14-17. What is the relationship between faith and works?
➤ What does James say about someone
who claims to have faith but does not
show compassion for a brother or sister
in need?

❍ How We See Others

Read James 2:1-10, 14-17. Display images
of people of both sexes in various walks of
life and of different ages and ethnicities,
from the very rich to the very poor.
Discuss the opinions that form in our
minds about what sort of people these
are. Where do these opinions come from?
What is the likelihood that they are inaccurate?

Questions

➤ What difference does faith make in the
way we see others?
➤ What is the difference between
responding to a person and responding
to a stereotype?

Teaching Guide
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A Way to End
It can be overwhelming to allow God to open your eyes to the needs around you.
Faithful discipleship requires that we be neither indifferent to the world’s
needs nor overwhelmed to the point that we do nothing about what we know.
Help participants accept that although they cannot solve all the problems of poverty in our
world, they can do small things to share God’s love and compassion with others.

❍ Praying the Scriptures

Have participants sit up straight in a
comfortable position and close their eyes.
Explain that you are going to read the
Scripture passage again. Encourage
participants to listen prayerfully. Keep a
few seconds of silence at the end.
Read the passage again, encouraging
participants to listen for a word or phrase
that God may intend for them in particular. Invite as many as are comfortable
doing so to share their word or phrase
and what they think it means in terms of
their spiritual journey.

Questions

➤ Where does this passage challenge you
in terms of your discipleship?
➤ Where is the grace in this passage?
Where do we find God’s love, compassion, and forgiveness in these words?
➤ What do you want to do about what
you have read?
Close with prayer that every participant would experience God’s
transforming grace and resolve to
respond with grace toward everyone
regardless of their station in life.
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❍ Food for Thought

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Food for
Thought.” Challenge
participants to commit to
read one of the books on the list.
Encourage them to continue exploring
this subject.

Resources
Paul C. Gorski, Critical Multicultural Pavilion, “Circles of My
Multicultural Self,” edchange.org (2012)
<http://www.edchange.org/multicultural/activities/circlesofself.html> (20 July 2012).
Stephen L. Harris, Understanding the Bible (Mountain View
CA: Mayfield, 1997).
Luke T. Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament: An
Interpretation (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985).
Douglas J. Moo, James, Tyndale New Testament
Commentaries, ed. Leon Morris (Grand Rapids MI:
Eerdmans, 1993)

3
Lesson

Bible Background
Life Is Fleeting
In 4:13-17, James addresses
entrepreneurs who were planning for success in business. This
paragraph looks back toward James’s
previous condemnation of unrestrained
desire (4:1-10) and irresponsible speech
(4:11-12) and forward to his even harsher
condemnation of those who amass
tremendous wealth at the expense of their
workers (5:1-6; Church, 389).
James has in mind self-employed
merchants. The political stability
provided by the Roman Empire fostered
brisk international trade in the first
century. James’s first readers would have
been quite familiar with such merchants.
Their goal in life was to make money, but
they failed to consider God in their decision making. The amount of profit they
could make was their chief concern—a
goal that does not seem at all alien to
readers in the twenty-first century.
The “Come now” in verse 13 introduces a word of rebuke, just as it does in
5:1. This imperative, coupled with the
accusatory “you who say,” gives James’s
language “a rather brusque tone” (Moo,
154). He is addressing entrepreneurs who
were probably good planners and successful in their work. They were in charge of
their lives and their businesses, but they
failed to include God in their decision
making. It must be noted, however, that

Teaching Guide

THE BEST LAID
PLANS
James 4:13-17

James’s problem is not with making
profits as such, much less with devising
prudent business plans. His concerns go
deeper. He is concerned about the arrogance that can lie behind the plans. James
chastises them not for seeking profit but
for shutting God out. As Johnson says,
“He calls on those doing business in the
world to recognize the arrogance implicit
in untrammeled entrepreneurship” (460).
In verse 14, James reminds his readers
that life is short, and no one is guaranteed a “tomorrow.” In language
reminiscent of the book of Ecclesiastes, he
calls attention to the fragility and vanity
of life. The point of this verse is to call
attention to the arrogance of the entrepreneurs in how they were conducting
their business. They are go-getters and
initiative takers—traits that are otherwise
commendable—but they fail to recognize
their own limitations. James says their
lives are a mere mist or fog that disappears after a short time.
The Old Testament often speaks of
human life as mist, chaff, or breath.
Often these metaphors are used in the
context of divine judgment. Other times,
the brevity of our lives is contrasted with
the eternity of God. Life is short and fleeting, James says, and no one is in control
of, or can even know, how long his or her
life will last. Even the people with the best
laid plans must face this reality.

Evil Boasting
God calls everyone to live in humility
with regard to their plans and lives. No
one is guaranteed anything except
God’s presence and grace. Rather than
boasting in our grand plans, people
should live humbly, confessing that God
is in charge and they are not.
Verse 15 corrects the arrogant attitude
by explaining the outlook these entrepreneurs ought to have embraced. James calls
on them to change their hearts from trusting in themselves to trusting in God
alone.
But what does that mean, practically
speaking? Certainly it doesn’t mean
failing to take seriously the decisions we
must make, or living without forethought
because “God is in control.” Such attitudes make a mockery of the humble life
James describes. Rather, his prescription
is to alter the central focus of our lives.
God wants us to experience an intentional
shift in our worldview. Rather than
centering our lives on ourselves, James
calls us to make God and God’s mission
the center.
Planning and common sense are good
and necessary, but placing God at the
center can breathe wholeness and wisdom
into our daily plans. Then God’s desires
can take precedence over everything else.
God is given God’s rightful place to lead
in grace and truth, and the believer is in
his or her rightful place of humble obedience and trust.
In this passage, James condemns arrogance in planning, in attitude, and finally
in actions. This condemnation continues
in verse 16. Failing to include God and
God’s will in one’s planning is a claim to
self-sufficiency. God is not needed, or at
least we act as if that were the case. Such
an approach to life shows that the person
is rooted in selfish pride and lacks humility.
The problem, however, is not merely
the arrogant attitude carried in the heart,
but also the boasting that results. The
word used for boasting in verse 16 has a
strong negative connotation. In this verse,
James identifies the real problem with
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I. Making Plans (Jas 4:13-15)
A. James rebukes certain entrepreneurs
for being arrogant in their planning
(v. 13).
B. Life is fleeting, and we cannot know
what tomorrow will bring (v. 14).
C. Instead of boasting of profits not yet
earned, we ought to say, “If the Lord
wishes…” (v. 15).
II. Boasting and Sin (Jas 4:16-17)
A. The sort of boasting James
condemns in verse 15 is, in fact, evil
(v. 16).
B. It is better to know the right thing to
do—and do it (v. 17).

what the merchants are saying in verse 13.
They aren’t merely discussing their future
plans, they are boasting about profits they
have not yet earned! They might be
compared to cocky athletes boasting of an
impending victory before the game even
begins. This kind of behavior disregards
human limitations as well as God’s sovereignty. It is a serious error, and James goes
so far as to call it evil.

Knowing and Doing Right
James concludes this paragraph by stating
that to know what is right and not do it is
to sin. Some scholars believe this statement is not related to the verses that
come before it because of the language
and the shift to the third person. One can,
however, make a connection between this
verse and what has come before, even in
the earlier chapters of James. In James
1–2, we find several examples of believers
having an opportunity to do what is right
but choosing not to. This is the ultimate
example of arrogance. If a believer knows
the right way and yet chooses to do differently, then by his or her actions, the
believer implies that the right way must
be unimportant. Acting in this way shows
that what we see when we look into the

mirror of the word ( Jas 1:23-24) is easily forgotten. One who fails to do what is right is
the mere hearer of the word James describes in 1:22.
The evil boasting James refers to in verse 16 is the result of an unbridled tongue (see
1:26). It results from a deceived heart and worthless religion.
If we boast of our self-sufficiency and do not include God in our plans, then our
religion is worthless and our faith is dead. Running a business and making profits are
not evil, but for Christians, the ultimate bottom line is what God wants from our lives.
Believers must prayerfully consider this fact when making plans or setting goals.

A Way to Begin
We all make plans. It’s good to use the minds God gave us to plan ahead and
work toward our goals. The problem James addresses is not the making of
plans as such, but how we make them and why. Rather than filling our lives
with busy-ness in the pursuit of unworthy goals, we should shape our lives around the mission
of God.

❍ Shape or Schedule?

Provide copies of a weekly calendar along
with pencils for each participant. Have
them fill in an ordinary week’s activities
for their family.
Discuss how things get added to our
schedules. Is managing a schedule something they enjoy or something they find
stressful?
Collect the calendars and distribute
play dough to each participant. Have
everyone fashion a shape that symbolizes
God’s purpose or plan for them.

Questions

➤ Which was harder for you: the schedule
or the shaping?
➤ How did each task make you feel?
➤ What does God want us to do: shape or
schedule? Explain.

❍ What Did You Want to Be?

these goals or dreams were more realistic
than others. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ If you did not follow through with
these dreams, what kept you from
doing so?
➤ How do you feel about what you are
doing now?
➤ What does it take to give up on goals
that are no longer appropriate?

❍ Planning and Success

Share about a time when your plans
worked out as you intended. Next, share
about a time when your plans failed.
(Nothing serious or tragic: perhaps you
misread a recipe and ruined Thanksgiving
dinner, or an unexpected injury led to
losing the big game.)
Discuss the fact that making good
plans is not a guarantee of success.

Invite participants to share what they
wanted to grow up to be when they were
children. Be prepared to tell your own
story.
Note whether anyone, in fact, grew up
to pursue the careers they dreamed about
as children. Discuss the fact that some of
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A Way to Explore Scripture
This passage exposes a common sin that often goes unrecognized. It is the sin of
failing to include God in our plans. Forethought and planning are necessities of
life, but we must always acknowledge the frailty of human life and the unpredictable nature of our existence. How can believers honor God while planning for the
future?

❍ Questions for Discussion

Read James 4:13-14. Explain that the
phrase “Come now” in verse 13 signals
that a rebuke is coming (see Jas 5:1). Ask
the following questions.

Questions

➤ What is James’s complaint against these
businessmen?
➤ Obviously, planning for the future is
not wrong in itself. What do you think
was wrong with the kind of planning
James describes?
➤ What would James say about humility
in our plans and decision making?
Read James 4:15-16. Ask the following
questions.

Questions

➤ Do you think James meant the qualifier
“If the Lord wishes” to discourage
prudent planning? Why or why not?
➤ How does acknowledging God result in
better planning?
➤ How does acknowledging our human
limitations result in better planning?
➤ Reread verse 16. What is “arrogant” or
“evil” about his readers’ plans?
Read James 4:17. Discuss how this
statement may fit with the rest of the
paragraph. How can we include knowing
and doing what is right into our financial
decision making?
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❍ Powerful Words

Distribute paper and pens to each participant. Have them listen carefully to the
Scripture as you read aloud. They are to
write down specific words from the text
that stand out to them as you read it.
Read James 4:13-17. Invite volunteers
to share what they have noted. Discuss
what stood out for them about these
words.

Questions

➤ What are your feelings toward the businessmen in the passage? Do you
identify with them? Do you feel judgmental toward them? Why?
➤ When have you been the victim of
someone else’s plans for profit or selfadvancement?
➤ When have you benefited from
someone else’s wise decision making?
➤ How do you feel about being called a
mist that vanishes?
➤ Be honest: in what areas of your life do
you feel self-sufficient?
➤ What area(s) of your life do you ask
God to help with?

A Way to End
How does this text guide us toward making plans and setting goals that are
pleasing to God? Conclude the lesson by leading participants to reflect on their
own attitudes toward preparing for the future.

❍ A Time to Reflect

Brainstorm lessons to be learned from
this text about planning and goals. (For
example, that God’s perspective is different from ours, that we are not as wise or
powerful as we sometimes think we are,
etc.)
Close with prayer confessing faith in
God’s love and desire for what is best for
us and resolving to reflect God’s kingdom
goals in how we handle our time, money,
and relationships.

❍ Knowing What God Wishes

Read Micah 6:8. Invite participants to
reflect silently on their answers to the
following questions.

Questions

➤ How can I know what the Lord wills?
➤ How can I participate in this will, both
individually and as part of a community of faith?
➤ What is truly the central or highest
priority in my life?
➤ How can I make God the center of my
life in practical terms?

❍ Pray the Lord’s Prayer

Applying James’s teaching to our lives
starts with humbling ourselves to a loving
and gracious God. Jesus humbled himself
to God in this way, giving us the perfect
example of releasing self-plans to the will
of God. Prayer is a first step to committing our lives to God.
Close by praying together the Lord’s
Prayer (Mt 6:9-13).

Resources
Christopher Church, “James,” Hebrews–James, Smyth &
Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys,
2004).
Stephen L. Harris, Understanding the Bible (Mountain View
CA: Mayfield, 1997).
Luke T. Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament: An
Interpretation (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985).
Douglas J. Moo, James, Tyndale New Testament
Commentaries, ed. Leon Morris (Grand Rapids MI :
Eerdmans, 1993).
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4
Lesson

Bible Background
Woe to the Rich
James 5 begins with a strong
condemnation of the rich.
Some scholars believe that James
is addressing this part of the letter to
non-Christians. Others suggest this is a
rhetorical device, and that James’s
pronouncement of judgment was “given
for the benefit of the poor and oppressed,
James’s primary audience, rather than a
genuine call for the power brokers to
repent” (Church, 401).
Why might James include a word to
nonbelievers, even rhetorically? Perhaps
he wanted to teach his readers not to envy
the lives of the rich and powerful. In this
passage, James sounds like Amos and
Isaiah, pronouncing judgment on the sins
of the rich.
James condemns these people not for
being rich but for misusing their wealth
and power. The Old Testament has a
strong tradition of depicting the rich as
generally bad and the poor as generally
good. This is not always true, of course,
even in Scripture, but it is a recurring
biblical theme because of the prophets’
concern for the most defenseless
members of Israelite society and their
vulnerability to those who could use their
resources against them. Therefore, the
Mosaic law includes laws concerning care
for the poor—although these laws were
frequently ignored in Israel’s history, and
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A PLEA FOR JUSTICE…
AND PATIENCE
1 James 5:1-11

wealthy Israelites often oppressed their
poorer neighbors (Moo, 160).
In the New Testament, Jesus noted
how wealth can get in the way of a
Christian’s faith journey. In Matthew
19:23-24, he warned, “Truly I tell you, it
will be hard for a rich person to enter the
kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, it is
easier for a camel to go through the eye of
a needle than for someone who is rich to
enter the kingdom of God.”
James’s concern is how the rich use
their power and money. The people he
addresses have sinned by placing too
much value on acquiring things. They do
not realize that whatever earthly goods
they possess will eventually decay. Of
course, silver and gold do not literally
rust, but James’s point is that the act of
hoarding for oneself brings spiritual
decay upon the soul of the hoarder. James
claims the rust of their precious metals
will “eat your flesh like fire” ( Jas 5:3), a
reference to God’s own coming judgment.
The oppressors have made a god of things
that do not matter, do not give life, and
bring no salvation.

The Cry for Justice
James accuses the rich of cheating their
hired workers out of their rightful wages
(v. 4). As Moo explains, first-century
Palestine saw an increasing concentration
of land in the hands of a small group of
wealthy landowners (163). Many smallscale farmers came to work for such

landowners, but often found themselves defrauded. God has heard their
cries, James says, and is coming to set
things right.
The next sin they have committed is
living in luxury while the poor suffer. The
“day of slaughter” (v. 5) is another reference to the coming judgment of God.
This is not the first time James has had
something to say about people who turn a
blind eye to the needs of the poor. The
same theme appears, for example, in
James 2:15-16 in discussing the worthlessness of faith that does not demonstrate
itself in works.
The indifferent indulgence of these
people, with no regard to others, reminds
us of the arrogance James condemns in
4:16. It is the height of selfishness, and
their indulgence is all the more appalling
when considering that God’s judgment
could be near. Moo describes their
perilous situation by describing them as
“like cattle being fattened for the kill”
(166).
The final denunciation involves the
condemnation and murder of the “righteous one, who does not resist you” (v. 6).
Some suggest that this “righteous one” is
Jesus himself. More likely, though, the
phrase is simply a general reference to any
powerless person who must depend on
God alone. The poor man’s income is
withheld (v. 4), but his oppressors manipulate the legal system to take even more.
Their main goal is to accumulate more
and more wealth. The poor man is at
their mercy.
The word James uses for condemnation has a legal connotation. Perhaps he
is describing a situation in which the rich
used their power and influence to twist
the legal system to their advantage and
take even more from the righteous
person. By taking everything this person
owns, he has no way to live. He is at their
mercy.

A Plea for Patience

I. Warnings to Rich Oppressors (Jas 5:1-6)
A. James warns rich oppressors of the
miseries that are coming (vv. 1-3).
1. Their possessions will waste away
(vv. 1-2).
2. The rust of their treasure will eat
their flesh like fire (v. 3).
B. James points out the sins of the rich
oppressors (v. 4-6).
1. The withheld wages of their
employees cry out (v. 4).
2. They live in luxury at the expense
of the poor (v. 5).
3. They have condemned and
murdered “the righteous one”
(v. 6).
II. Patience in Suffering (Jas 5:7-11)
A. James calls believers to wait patiently
for the Lord (vv. 7-8).
1. They must wait like a farmer
waits for the harvest (v. 7).
2. Strong hearts wait for the Lord
(v. 8).
B. James teaches how to be patient
(vv. 9-11).
1. Don’t grumble (v. 9).
2. Follow the example of the
prophets (v. 10).
3. Follow the examples of Job and
of the Lord Jesus himself (v. 11).

the oppressor. The word used for
“patient” indicates a long-suffering
attitude toward others as well as the
strength to face difficult circumstances.
James’s readers are to wait for the Lord’s
justice to appear, just as the farmer waits
for his crops to spring forth from the
ground. While waiting, we are called to
strengthen or establish our hearts. This
means to stand firm in faith, no matter
the circumstances. Early Christians did
not know when the Lord was coming

In verse 7, James calls the believers to be
patient because judgment is coming for
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back, but they expected it could be at any time. In faith, they lived as though Jesus’
second coming was just around the corner.
During a stressful time, it is natural to grumble and gripe at those to whom we are
close. James says this action brings judgment, however, and the Judge is at the door.
Matthew 7:1 says, “Do not judge, so that you may not be judged.” James explains that
God is the Judge.
Verse 10 returns to the exhortation to be patient and endure hard situations. James
offers the prophets as an example of patience amid suffering. Those who endure are
blessed, just as Job endured and was blessed for his faithfulness despite terrible circumstances.
James reminds the believers of “the purpose of the Lord” (v. 11). This purpose could
be a reference to Jesus’ death and resurrection, which would encourage believers to hope
in the resurrection in times of trial. It could also refer to the end of Job’s story and how
God had compassion and mercy on him because of his faithfulness. Either way, this
entire passage calls believers to follow Christ’s example, no matter the circumstance,
wealthy or poor.

A Way to Begin
God has a lot to say about wealth and poverty. James condemns rich oppressors
while encouraging patience to those who suffer. The two sections speak to
different audiences, but we might find ourselves able to fit into both groups
at different points in life.

❍ Grace under Fire

❍ Exploitation or Endurance

Questions

Questions

Share a time when you felt helpless to
change an unpleasant situation. Perhaps
it was a problem at work for which their
was no obvious solution, or an issue
involving one of your children, or some
other crisis. Invite volunteers to share
their own experiences of helplessness. Ask
the following questions.
➤ How do people react when they are
backed against the wall? (Some lash out
in anger, some give up, etc.)
➤ Is it ever appropriate to confront those
who have created this negative situation? If so, how should one proceed?
In this lesson, James addresses a
system of oppression that has left the
most vulnerable people in a state of
helplessness.
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There has never been a larger middle class
in the world than there is today. For much
of history—including the New Testament
era—there has been a great divide between
the wealthy and the poor. There still is, in
much of the world. In these regions, there
are people with lots of power and people
with not much.
➤ What power and resources do you
have?
➤ How can we use our resources to serve
God and others? How can we use them
to serve ourselves?
➤ What have you endured because of
others’ misuse of power?
➤ In what social systems do we participate that directly or indirectly cause
harm to others?

A Way to Explore Scripture
James wants us to understand the dangers of self-centered living. He also wants
to provide encouragement to endure suffering until the Lord comes. The accumulation of things must not overshadow love for God and compassion for others.

❍ Justice and Patience

Read James 5:1-6. List on the board the
specific behaviors James condemns. Using
information from the Bible Background
section, help participants understand the
nature of James’s complaints. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ What sinful attitudes lie behind these
behaviors?
➤ How might people who are not rich or
powerful exhibit the same attitudes?
➤ Note Old Testament passages such as
Isaiah 58:6-7, Amos 4:1-2, and Micah
2:1-2 (cited in an inset box in the Study
Guide). How do these verses shed light
on why James takes this topic so
seriously?
➤ How can people of power live with
grace and humility?
Read James 5:7-11. List on the board
the commands James gives to believers.

Questions

➤ Read verses 10-11. Who are the examples of patience you can aspire to
imitate?

❍ Prophets and Psalms

Have three volunteers read the following
passages: James 5:1-11; Psalm 37:1-13;
Amos 8:4-10. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ What are the recurring themes in these
passages?
➤ Where do you see yourself in these
passages?
➤ Do you feel judged or accused when
you read these passages? Why or why
not?
➤ How does God feel about people who
misuse their power for profit?
➤ What does our behavior say is our
primary goal: profit or compassion?
➤ Based on these passages, what might
God say to you today? What might God
say to us as a church?
➤ What do we need to change so that we
can expectantly wait for the Lord?

➤ Why is patience so difficult? Why
doesn’t James advocate any kind of
direct action against the oppressors
(such as boycotts or letter-writing
campaigns)?
➤ Read Mark 4:26-29. How does this
parable help us understand James’s
words about a farmer patiently waiting
for the harvest?
➤ What does it mean to “strengthen your
hearts” (v. 8)? What practical steps can
we take toward obeying this command?
➤ To whom do you grumble when you are
distressed? What is the difference
between sharing one’s burdens with
others and simply complaining about
things you don’t like?

Teaching Guide

21

A Way to End
It can be difficult to come to terms with what God says about wealth and
poverty. It is also sometimes difficult to show compassion and love for the poor
as God does. But God is available to help us grow in these areas, and we must
wrestle with them because they are not going away.

❍ Option

Discuss whether participants feel more
discomfort about James’s denunciations
of the unjust rich or about his call for the
oppressed to bear their suffering with
patience. What might this discomfort say
about our outlook on life and on God’s
sovereignty?

Questions

➤ How does this passage challenge our
assumptions about wealth and poverty?
➤ How does this passage challenge our
assumptions about God?
➤ What do you want to do in response to
this passage?

❍ Make a Plan

Invite someone in your congregation to
speak about opportunities for your class
to interact with people in need. Make a
plan to do something kind, creative, and
loving for these people.
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❍ A Prayer for Justice

Distribute copies of the
resource page “A Prayer for
Justice.” Discuss the ways
that rightly treating one
another—especially the most vulnerable—
reflects God’s kingdom. Close by reciting
the provided prayer together.

Resources
Christopher Church, “James,” Hebrews–James, Smyth &
Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys,
2004).
Stephen L. Harris, Understanding the Bible (Mountain View
CA: Mayfield, 1997).
Luke T. Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament: An
Interpretation (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985).
Douglas J. Moo, James, Tyndale New Testament
Commentaries, ed. Leon Morris (Grand Rapids MI :
Eerdmans, 1993)

TITHING AND BUDGETING
The biblical tithe was meant to fund three important activities in ancient Israel:
• Supporting clergy (Num 18:21-24)
• Celebrating God’s goodness (Deut 14:22-27)
• Providing for the poor (Deut 14:28-29)
How are these three activities reflected in how your family spends its money?
(1) Do my pastor and church staff make a decent living? Are they able to meet their needs
for food, housing, insurance, travel and entertainment, education for their children, etc., as
I would want to provide for my own family?

(2) How much do we spend each year on celebrations with family? Have we sacrificed quality
time remembering God’s blessings at Christmas, Thanksgiving, family reunions, etc., for
the sake of less worthy pursuits? Do my children understand the importance of expressing
gratitude to God? Who are the “Levites” we should include in our feasts?

(3) What charitable ministries do we support, both through church and outside
organizations? What are the needs of poor people in my community? How does my family’s
giving make a difference in the lives of others?
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CONFESSION AND THANKS
Leader: O, God, we come to you because we want to see.
We want perfect freedom.
We no longer want the weighty, false freedom
that comes from playing it safe,
selfish living, and getting without giving.
We confess to you now:
(Silent prayer for one minute)
Leader: Lord, in your mercy,
People: Hear our prayer.
Leader: Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God,
who lived and died and lives again for our salvation,
we thank you now for our hope in you,
for the joy of serving you,
and for every spiritual blessing:
(Silent prayer for 30 seconds)
Leader: For your goodness and love,
People: We give you thanks.
Leader: Spirit of the living God,
Give us your eyes to see those who need our help.
We give you our lives.
Take us to the margins and to the outside.
Fill us with the purity that only comes from reflecting your concern for the world.
In Christ’s name.
People: Amen.
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Wendell Berry, The Art of the Commonplace (Berkeley CA: Counterpoint, 2002).
Millard Fuller, Beyond the American Dream (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2010).
Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel: Good News for the Bedraggled, Beat-Up,
and Burnt Out (Colorado Springs CO: Multnomah, 2005).
Richard Rohr, Simplicity: The Freedom of Letting Go, rev. ed. (New York: Crossroad,
2004).
Ronald J. Sider, Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger (Dallas: Word, 1990).
Lucinda Vardey, Mother Teresa: A Simple Path (New York: Ballantine, 1995).
Jim Wallis, God’s Politics: Why the Right Gets It
Wrong and the Left Doesn’t Get It (San
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2006).
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A PRAYER FOR JUSTICE
You give us prophets, holy God,
To cry out for justice and mercy.
Open our ears to hear them,
And to follow the truth they speak,
Lest we support injustice to secure our own well-being.
Give prophets the fire of your Word,
But love as well.
Though they speak for you,
May they know that they stand with us before you,
And have no Messiah other than your Son,
Jesus Christ, the Lord of all. Amen.
Source: The Book of Common Worship (Louisville KY: Westminster/John Knox, 1993), 819.
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