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The Letter of 

James



2 BIBLE MONTH   

Why a ‘Bible Month’? 
Many Christians struggle to find time to read the Bible. Some 
find it difficult to know where to start, while others find it hard 
to interpret what they read. Surveys show that biblical literacy  
– understanding what the Bible says and how best to read it –  
is declining within the Church, as well as in wider society. 

And yet the Church continues to point to the Bible as the  
‘word of life’, and reading the Bible as a ‘means of grace’ 
through which God works. In recognition of its importance,  
the Methodist Conference has repeatedly called the wider 
Church to engage with Scripture more deeply. Learning to  
read the Bible regularly and deeply is a task for all Christians. 

What is Bible Month?
The Bible Month initiative offers an opportunity for churches 
and circuits to immerse themselves in a biblical book over a 
calendar month, and so help participants engage with Scripture 
more deeply for themselves. While churches do, of course, 
regularly preach on passages of Scripture, the distinct feature  
of the Bible Month is drawing all within the Church to focus  
on a book of the Bible, and to do so intensively over a four- 
week period. 

During Bible Month, teams of preachers and small group leaders 
or facilitators work together to plan a series of sermons and 
small group gatherings, while material is also provided for 
Sunday School and youth group leaders. 

The four sermons will provide an overview of the biblical book 
and explore key themes within the letter, while the small group 
gatherings (and Sunday School and youth group meetings) will 
give participants an opportunity to engage more deeply with 
the biblical book, as well as with Scripture more generally. 

Focusing on a single biblical book – in sermons, small groups, 
and youth meetings – has some distinct advantages:

1 It helps participants to gain a greater sense that passages 
‘mean’ something within a particular literary (and historical) 
context, and so encourages the reading of biblical books as 
well as passages.

2 It allows participants to see how the narrative or argument  
of a particular book develops, encouraging readers to explore 
the links between different passages. 

3 It provides an opportunity to listen deeply to a particular 
canonical voice, including those verses that are particularly 
challenging (and so invite careful interpretation). 

Immersing churches and circuits in a single book of the Bible 
means that those attending will be better equipped to tackle 
other books of the Bible, and so develop greater biblical literacy.

This was certainly the case for the four churches involved in a 
Bible Month pilot project. The majority of participants within 
the Bible Months reported that they understood the Bible better 
as a result – particularly if they had taken part in the small group 
sessions. Most participants also agreed that they would like the 
Bible Month to run again within the church.

Running Bible Month 
Bible Month will run across the Connexion in June 2017, and 
will focus on the letter of James. Although June is the suggested 
date for churches, the resources can be adapted for any time 
that works best for churches and circuits. 

Churches wishing to participate in Bible Month can register  
their interest at www.methodist.org.uk/BibleMonth. When  
they have done so, they will receive regular updates and 
information to resource their Bible Month. 

Churches will need a ‘Bible Month planning group’, a team 
responsible for preparing the sermons and the small group 
sessions. It is up to the local circuit or church to put together  
this planning group, and they will also need to arrange with  
the Superintendent that the ‘Bible Month’ be included  
within the circuit plan for 2017. 

The primary resource for the Bible Month planning group is 
this Bible Month magazine. You’ll find in its pages four weeks 
of material on James, consisting of Bible notes and small group 
material. The Bible notes include commentary on the text as well 
as ‘preaching points’, while the small group material suggests 
different ways to engage with or encounter the letter of James 
over the month. A section at the end of the magazine offers 
ideas for helping children and young people explore James.  
For those who wish to accompany passages from James with 
Gospel readings, some suggested texts can be found on page 19. 

Please note that you can adapt and use the material in whatever 
way works best! The aim of Bible Month is that you engage 
people with James over the four weeks, and this magazine is 
intended as a resource for your Bible Month planning group. 

Preachers and/or small group leaders also have the option  
of attending a ‘training day’ run by the Discipleship & Ministries 
Learning Network (DMLN) and the Leaders of Worship and 
Preachers Trust (LWPT). Four training days will be held across  
the Connexion in January/February 2017.

For further information about Bible Month, including training 
days, visit www.methodist.org.uk/BibleMonth. 

Introduction to 

BIBLe MonTh

You can find prayers, and downloadable 
versions of the images featured 
throughout these pages, at: 
www.methodist.org.uk/BibleMonth
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James is a short, snappy and challenging book, full of wisdom 
about how best to live as a follower of Jesus. It’s also a letter 
that has a lot to say about holiness and justice – the theme that 
the President and Vice-President of the Methodist Conference 
have chosen for 2016/17. For James, holiness without just living 
is an impossibility – ‘faith without works is dead’ (James 2:26). 
James challenges followers of Jesus to live out their faith, 
demonstrating it by good deeds. 

Who wrote James? 
The traditional view is that the author of the letter is ‘James the 
Lord’s brother’ (Galatians 1:18-19). A witness of the resurrection 
(1 Corinthians 15.5-7), James became leader of the Church in 
Jerusalem (Acts 12:16-17; 15:12-21; 21:17-22; Galatians 2:9-14).  
The Jewish historian Josephus recorded that James’ martyrdom 
in AD 62 scandalised those citizens of Jerusalem most concerned 
with the observance of the Law (Antiquities 20:9), and in Christian 
tradition James was seen as a righteous man who prayed 
ceaselessly for his own Jewish people (Eusebius, History 2:23). 

Among scholars who accept the traditional view, some suggest 
that James may have been written earlier than Paul’s letters, 
perhaps in the late 40s. Others argue that James wrote in the 
late 50s, perhaps in part to correct a misunderstanding of Paul’s 
teaching on faith and works.

A number of commentators disagree with the traditional view of 
authorship. Some argue that James was ‘pseudonymous’, written 
by an unknown author in the name of James. If so, James may 
have been written sometime after the destruction of Jerusalem 
(AD 70), perhaps even towards the end of the first century. 

Whoever the author was, commentators agree that the letter 
represents a distinctive Jewish-Christian perspective on the life 
of faith, and one that challenges early believers to integrate 
their faith in Jesus with the way that they lived. 

The recipients of James
James sends his letter to Jewish followers of Jesus, and – 
specifically – to ‘the twelve tribes of the Dispersion’ (1:1).  
Some think that this is a metaphorical expression for believers 
(cf. 1 Peter 1:1), while others argue that it refers to Jewish 
believers outside of the land of Israel. 

If written by James the brother of Jesus, James writes as a key 
leader of the Early Church, and is well positioned to offer wisdom 
for Jewish disciples seeking to live out their faith in Jesus. Rather 
than responding to a particular difficulty or occasion within 
a single church, James addresses issues that a wide range of 
churches faced: dealing with suffering, living out one’s faith, 
poverty and wealth, and relating to others in the community. 

Introduction to 

JAMeS

James, the Law and Jesus 
As ‘a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ’, James expects 
his fellow Jews who confess Jesus as Christ to observe ‘the whole 
law’ (2:10). Many Jewish Christians observed the Torah (Acts 
21:20), and James’ community, which is not dealing with the 
relationships between Jewish and Gentile Christians that Paul 
confronted, would have practised circumcision, observed the 
food laws and kept the Sabbath. Of course, the ritual and the 
moral response to God belong together, and James 4:8 echoes 
Psalm 24:3-4, which makes precisely the same point about true 
worship and honest living.

James is keen to stress the Law’s ‘care for orphans and widows 
in their distress’ (1:27, see Exodus 22:24), and its command not 
‘to defer to the great’ (Leviticus 19:15, see James 2:9). James’ 
emphases are those of Jesus, who also used ‘love your neighbour 
as yourself’ in summary of the law (Leviticus 19:18; Mark 12:31; 
James 2:8), and who taught, ‘Blessed are you who are poor,  
for yours is the kingdom of God’ (Luke 6:20). The ‘royal law’  
is indeed ‘the whole law’ (James 2:8-10), obeyed for the sake 
of God who showed most clearly in Jesus that ‘the poor of this 
world’ are ‘the heirs of the kingdom’ (James 2:5).

Jewish tradition identified the Law with wisdom (Ecclesiasticus 
24). Like the Law, wisdom teaches both the character of God, 
and the right way of being human (Wisdom 9:9,18). James’ 
concern that ‘your works are done with gentleness born of 
wisdom’ (3:13) shows the influence of Jesus’ Beatitudes and of 
his invitation, echoing Wisdom’s in Proverbs 9:4-5, ‘Come to 
me…and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, 
and you will find rest for your souls’ (Matthew 11:28-29). As the 
incarnation of divine wisdom (see also 1 Corinthians 1:24), Jesus 
is the most complete revelation both of God’s character and of 
humanity’s destiny.

The structure of James
There are many different proposals on how best to understand 
the structure of James, but a basic structure – which allows 
James to be preached over four weeks – sees four main sections 
within the letters: 

James 1 Doers of the Word 
James 2  Faith and Works 
James 3 – 4:12 Speech and Wisdom
James 4:13 – 5:20 Living for the Lord 

Researching James 
As well as using this resource, we would encourage you to 
consult commentaries on James as part of your preparation  
for the month. For three possible places to start, we suggest:

Bauckham, Richard, James. London and New York: Routledge, 1999. 
McKnight, Scot, The Letter of James. Grand Rapids, Michigan: 

Eerdmans, 2011. 
Motyer, Alec, The Message of James. Leicester: InterVarsity Press, 

1985.

‘Those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and 
persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act 
– they will be blessed in their doing.’ (James 1:25)
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In the first chapter, James introduces 
key ideas that resurface throughout the 
rest of the letter: faith in the midst of 
trials, the dangers of wealth, and the 
importance of doing God’s Word. 

letter openinG (1:1) 

If James is indeed the brother of Jesus, 
it’s significant that he introduces himself 
as ‘a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus 
Christ’ (James 1:1). It’s his service to God 
that James wishes to emphasise, not his 
fraternal relationship to Jesus. James 
writes to the ‘twelve tribes of dispersion’ 
(1:1), most likely a reference to Jewish 
Christians living outside the land of Israel. 

trials and humility  
(1:2-16) 

After his opening greetings, James 
begins the body of his letter by calling 
his readers to ‘consider it nothing but 
joy’ when they face trials (1:2). Such 
trials are God’s way of helping Christians 
come to maturity, of helping them to 
grow in faith. James knows that trials 
are something that all Christians have in 
common, and assures his readers that God 
can and does still use them.

In the midst of trials, James encourages 
Christians to ask God for ‘wisdom’, 
whenever and wherever they need it 
(1:5). Such a request should be with faith 
and without doubt, since to doubt God 
is to be ‘double-minded’ – a word that 
denotes a failure to follow God with 
wholehearted devotion. Wisdom is about 
living rightly before God, and we can ask 
God for wisdom knowing that God will 
hear our prayers – if we ask rightly (1:5-8). 

The reference to the ‘lowly’ and the 
‘wealthy’ seems an odd intrusion in the 
chapter (1:9-11), but perhaps illustrates 
the kind of ‘wisdom’ that the poor and 
wealthy need. While the lowly should 
consider the dignity given them by God, 
the rich should be aware that their riches 
will wither away. Both rich and poor 
should trust God rather than what they 
have or don’t have.

Having already dealt with outward trials 
(1:2-4), James turns to inward trials – 
or temptation (1:12-16). Declaring a 
‘blessing’ on all who endure temptation, 
James explains that it’s from ‘within’ that 
temptations come, and that yielding to 
our evil desires eventually gives birth to 
death (1:15). 

a new birth (1:17-18)

God is the source of all generous giving! As 
‘the Father of lights’ (1:17), God is not only 
the creator ‘who made the great lights, for 
his steadfast love endures forever’ (Psalm 
136:7), but also the saviour who ‘gave us 
birth by the word of truth’ (1:18). 

That ‘for the good we must assume no 
other cause than God’ (Plato, Republic 
2.379) was the general view of Greek 
philosophers, who influenced Jewish 
theologians such as Philo, who wrote 
at about the same time as James: ‘there 
is no single good thing that does not 
belong to God’ (Sacr. 63). James follows 
this wisdom tradition. 

James’ emphasis on the divine purpose, 
which brings creation to fruition with the 
salvation of those who fear the Lord, is 
familiar from Jewish writings: ‘At that time 
your people shall be delivered…those who 
are wise shall shine like the brightness 
of the sky, and those who lead many 
to righteousness, like the stars forever 
and ever’ (Daniel 12:1-3). James is also 
a disciple of the wise teacher Jesus, and 
verse 18 seems to refer to baptism (see 
John 3:5). ‘Father’ (1:17,27) may reflect 
Jesus’ prayer, ‘Abba, Father’ (Mark 14:36). 

JAMeS 1
Doers of the Word

BIBLE
MONTH

Week

1

preachinG points

a number of scholars see James 
as drawing heavily on wisdom 
literature, or at least the wisdom 
tradition. It’s not surprising, then, 
that James encourages followers 
of Jesus to pray for ‘wisdom’. 
how might wisdom – knowing 
how to live rightly before god 
– be nurtured within the church 
community? 

preachinG points

while James is full of practical 
guidance, he is also clear that god 
is the one who gives new life to 
followers of Jesus, life through the 
‘word of truth’ (James 1:18). In a 
book that emphasises so strongly 
the ‘doing’ of the word, it might be 
helpful to point out that James also 
sees god as the divine gift-giver, 
the one who has given us new 
life in Jesus. our response to such 
grace can only be gratitude! 

preachinG points

the importance of enduring 
through trials emerges at the very 
beginning of James, and is a theme 
in the letter as a whole (James 
5:7-10). how might James’ advice 
on ‘enduring trials’ speak to those 
suffering within your community? 
how might it speak to the many 
churches throughout the world 
experiencing persecution? 
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30292726252322211918171614131210986542



JAMeS 1  BIBLE MONTH 5

livinG the word (1:19-27)

James gives advice for the new life in 
verses 19 to 21. Believers should be ‘quick 
to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger’, 
and the danger of swift speech becomes 
a key theme later in the letter (3:1-12). 
Believers should also get rid of ‘sordidness 
and... wickedness’, and instead welcome 
the ‘the implanted word’ (1:21), a phrase 
that may echo the parable of the sower 
(see 1 Peter 1:23).

Introducing perhaps the central theme 
within the letter, James calls Christians to 
be ‘doers of the Word, and not merely 
hearers’ (1:22). The one who hears but 
does not do God’s word is like someone 
who looks in a mirror and immediately 
forgets their image (1:23-24), while 
those who gaze at the ‘perfect law’ and 
persevere in it will be blessed (1:25). 

Judaism understands the Law positively 
as ‘the law of liberty’ (1:25). The law was 
understood to be God’s gracious gift to 
the redeemed people and their guide to 
responding gratefully in every situation. 
Joy in this relationship is expressed 
throughout Psalm 119 ‘Let me live that  

I may praise you, and let your ordinances 
help me’ (Psalm 119:175). James also takes 
this view of the law, and encourages 
Christians to read it and live it! 

The importance of hearing and doing  
is also fundamental to Judaism  
(‘Your word is a lamp to my feet’,  
Psalm 119:105). It is also endorsed by  
Paul (Romans 2:13), and expressed in 
Jesus’ contrast between the wise and 
foolish builders (Matthew 7:24-27).

James 1 ends with an explanation of  
what ‘pure and undefiled’ religion looks 
like. It involves how we live our lives,  
as well as how we speak to others  
(1:26-27). James is keen to stress the  
Law’s ‘care for orphans and widows  
in their distress’ (see Exodus 22:24), 
but also calls readers to ‘keep oneself 
unstained by the world’ (1:27). 

preachinG points

James 1:22-25 is close to the heart 
of this first chapter, and even the 
letter as a whole. James reminds 
his readers that it’s not enough 
simply to hear what god has said 
through the scriptures; we also 
need to live it out! In today’s 
context, there may be a challenge 
for worshippers to link their sunday 
worship with the rest of the week. 
how might we ‘do the word’ in the 
midst of our varied lives? 
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SMALL gRoup ReSouRce

LecTIo DIVInA

The letter of James is particularly 
concerned with ‘doing’ the law, as well 
as hearing it, a point that is stressed 
throughout the opening chapter. But 
James 1 also includes an encouragement 
to look with ‘perseverance’ into the 
‘perfect law’ (James 1:25) – to look in  
such a way as to be a ‘doer’ and not  
just a ‘hearer’. 

One ancient way of ‘looking intently’  
into the Scriptures is known as lectio 
divina, an approach developed within 
monastic spirituality but which has been 
adopted by Christians from a range  
of traditions. Lectio divina, or ‘spiritual 
reading’, involves slowly and meditatively 
reading a passage of Scripture. One way 
of summarising its process is to divide 
lectio divina into its different stages  
of ‘reading’, ‘responding’, ‘reflecting’  
and ‘resting’. 

We encourage you to introduce lectio 
divina to the small group as a way of 
focusing more deeply on James 1, but  
be sure to take some time to explain  
each of the steps involved. While for  
some of the group this may be an initial 
introduction to the practice, for others 
it will be an opportunity to reflect more 
intently on James.  

choose your passage

After an initial discussion of James 1, select a passage that you 
think has most relevance within the group, such as the passage 
on enduring trials (1:2-4), the encouragement to ask God for 
wisdom (1:5-7), the description of ‘doers’ of the Word (1:21-25), 
or another text that you think would work well. 

read through the passage

Select one or two people within the group to read out the 
passage. Aim to read through the passage three times, but  
pause for half a minute or so between each reading. Don’t  
rush this stage of the process.

respond to the passage

Encourage participants within the group to spend time in 
private conversation with God. What questions/thoughts has 
this passage raised that people might offer to God? How is God 
calling members of the group to respond to this passage? 

reflect on the passage 

Encourage participants within the group to reflect on a word 
or phrase that resonates with them. What might God be saying 
through the passage? What is it that particularly strikes them 
about this word or phrase? 

rest 

In the final stage of lectio divina, participants are encouraged  
to rest before God. Encourage them to know that God is there, 
present with the group and present with each person, as they 
dwell in prayer. 

Following the lectio divina, you might like to give participants 
time to share their reflections. What is it that members of the 
group have felt God saying? Which words or phrases particularly 
struck, or spoke to, people? 

Approaching the text

Further resources There are a host of resources that have been written on lectio divina. For one helpful introduction,  
see Innocenzo Gargano, Holy Reading: An Introduction to Lectio Divina (London: Canterbury Press, 2007).
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James 2 stresses the importance of living 
out one’s faith, since a faith not matched 
by action is not real faith at all. Such  
a theme reflects the teaching of Jesus:  
‘Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, 
Lord”, will enter the kingdom of heaven, 
but only the one who does the will of 
my Father in heaven’ (Matthew 7:21). 
While the first half of James 2 warns 
readers against treating the poor with 
‘partiality’ (2:1-13), the second develops 
the point that faith always needs to be 
accompanied by works (2:14-26). 

honourinG the poor  
(2:1-7)

James 2:1 – with its reference to ‘our Lord 
Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory’ (AV) – is 
the second of two references to Jesus in 
the letter (the first is in James 1:1). James 
speaks about Jesus as he speaks about 
God. ‘The Lord of glory’ recalls Jesus’ 
transfiguration (see Luke 9.32), and Paul 
uses this title for Jesus in 1 Corinthians 2:8 
(see also John 1:14). From these passages 
we understand that the world fails to 
see God’s glory in the humble birth and 
shameful crucifixion of Jesus. Similarly, 
for James, to follow the world’s way of 
honouring the powerful is a failure of 
faith in the God supremely revealed in 
Jesus Christ. Believers should instead 
avoid favouritism, and treat the poor 
with honour. 

JAMeS 2
Faith and Works

BIBLE
MONTH

Week

2

preachinG points

James 2:1 highlights the 
contradiction between believing  
in Jesus and acting with favouritism. 
In what other ways might the way 
that we live contradict our faith? 
how might we bring our faith and 
our lives into greater consistency? 

BIBLe noTeS

James’ concern for the poor in 2:1-7 
stands in contrast to attitudes in the 
Graeco-Roman world. Cicero, a Roman 
aristocrat, describes the hungry poor as 
‘the dregs and filth of the city’ (Letters  
to Atticus 1:16.11). But in Jewish tradition 
the poor were not treated with such 
contempt: ‘happy are those who are kind 
to the poor’ (Proverbs 14:21). Judges 
were to treat rich and poor impartially 
(Leviticus 19:15), and Jesus’ parable of the 
importunate widow (Luke 18:1-8) shows 
concern for justice for the poor. More 
than that, Jesus taught, ‘Blessed are you 
who are poor, for yours is the kingdom 
of God’ (Luke 6:20), very closely echoed 
by James in 2:5. James also describes the 
poor as those chosen by God to be ‘rich  
in faith’ (2:5). This does not mean that 
the wealthy have no place in the Christian 
community, but rather that it is often 
among the poor that the gospel is heard.

the law of love (2:8-13)

James 2:8-9 depicts the ‘royal law’ as 
loving one’s neighbour as oneself, citing 
Leviticus 19:18. The teaching was also 
emphasised by Jesus (Mark 12:31), which 
is perhaps why James describes it as the 
‘royal’ law. The teaching is also found in 
Paul (Galatians 5:14; Romans 13:9) and  
his younger contemporary Rabbi Akiba 
(Sifra 89b), while a similar teaching is 
found in the writings of Rabbi Hillel,  
who died soon after Jesus was born. 
Asked to teach the whole Torah while 
standing on one foot, he responded, 
‘What is hateful to you, do not do to your 
neighbour’ (Shabbat 31a). 

James also explains that to fail in one 
area of the law is to be a transgressor 
(2:10-13). In context, his point is probably 
that a failure to love one’s neighbour 
means a failure to abide by the law as 
a whole. Those who show no mercy will 
be liable to judgement, while mercy 
triumphs over judgement (2:13). The 
‘mercy that triumphs over judgement’  
is probably a reference to the mercy that 
Christians show to the poor, although 
some commentators think it might refer 
to God’s own mercy.  

preachinG points

pope francis has called the church 
to be a ‘church of the poor’, a 
call echoed by rachel lampard, 
the Methodist Vice-president of 
conference, in her conference 
address (2016). In light of James’ 
words in 2:5-7, what might it  
mean to be a ‘church of the poor’? 
how can the church better reflect 
god’s choice of the poor to be  
‘rich in faith’?  

preachinG points

the ‘love command’, taught 
by Jesus, is echoed by his first 
followers – including James – and 
remains central for our faith today. 
how do we express such love 
within our church and community? 
how might it be nurtured within 
our hearts and our lives? 
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(2:24-25, cf. Joshua 2). James concludes 
with a final comparison: just as the body 
without a spirit is dead, so too is faith 
without works (2:26). 

James’ teaching on being ‘justified by 
works’ (2:24) may seem to conflict with 
Paul’s view that we are ‘justified not by 
the works of the law but through faith 
in Jesus Christ’ (Galatians 2:16). But Paul 
and James are addressing different issues. 
Paul’s point is that it is God’s grace that 
saves and not the Jewish law, while 
James’ focus is on the way that true faith 
leads to good works – a point that Paul 
also makes (Ephesians 2:10). 

faith throuGh works 
(2:14-26)

James 2:14-26 develops the point  
that ‘faith without works is dead’.  
It’s not enough to wish a poor person  
well if you don’t actually give them 
practical help (2:14-17). Such a faith  
is useless, since faith and works always 
go together. James offers two scriptural 
examples to prove the point: Abraham 
demonstrated his faith in God by offering 
Isaac on the altar (2:21-23, cf. Genesis 22), 
while Rahab was ‘justified’ by protecting 
the messengers from Israel and sending 
them on their way  

preachinG points

how does faith express itself 
in ‘works’ or just living? James 
provides one example of what he 
means (James 2:14-16), but what 
other examples might we imagine 
in today’s context? 
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SMALL gRoup ReSouRce

The SWeDISh 
MeThoD

James 2 raises a host of questions for 
small groups to explore. In what ways 
do we act with favouritism in church life 
today? What does it mean that God has 
‘chosen the poor to be rich in faith’ (2:5)? 
How can our faith be integrated with 
good works? 

While the small group might well explore 
such questions, it can also be a great 
context for helping participants dig more 
deeply into the Bible, perhaps through 
adopting an ‘inductive’ approach that 
seeks to listen carefully to what the  
text is saying. 

One form of ‘inductive’ Bible study 
is known as the ‘Swedish Method’. 
This simple and accessible approach 
encourages readers to add symbols to 
the text that highlight observations, 
questions and applications. 

The Swedish Method can be used for any 
passage of Scripture. Encourage small 
group participants to try this method at 
home when reading Scripture, or think 
about adopting it for other Bible studies.

The Swedish Method comes in many different forms, but one approach  
involves the following stages.  

provide a printout of the chapter 

Give each participant a printout of James 2, preferably without verse 
numbers. Use a more ‘literal’ translation, such as the NRSV or the ESV.  
(Online Bible resources – such as www.biblegateway.com – allow  
easy access to the Bible in a range of translations, and you can simply 
‘copy and paste’ the chapter into a Word document.)

explain the symbols

Explain to the group the meaning of the following symbols: 

 A key observation or insight 

 A question 

 An application or challenge

personal study of James 

Give each member of the group some time to read through the  
passage themselves. As they do so, ask them to add the symbols 
wherever they think appropriate – for observations, questions  
and applications for life today. 

Group discussion 

•   Draw the group back together, and invite each member to share  
their observations (their ‘light bulb moments’) about the text. Spend 
time in discussion and conversation on those that have emerged. 

•   Next, encourage each participant to share their questions about  
the text, and invite the group as a whole to offer possible responses. 
It may be that there is not a clear answer to the question, but 
identifying where there is uncertainty about what the Bible means  
– or how to apply it – is an important part of thinking inductively 
about Scripture. You might like to explore how members of the 
group choose to follow up on such questions. 

•   Finally, encourage participants to identify the ‘applications’ of the 
text. Where in particular did they think James 2 encouraged them  
to ‘live out’ their faith, or apply it in today’s very different context? 

Approaching the text

Further resources 
For one approach to the Swedish 
Method, see the brief summary in 
Diane Jacobson, Mark Allan Powell 
and Stanley N. Olson, Opening the 
Book of Faith: Lutheran Insights for 
Bible Study (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Fortress, 2008), pp.49-50. For a more 
detailed description of the Swedish 
Method, see Peter Blowes’ ‘The 
Swedish Method: A method for 
studying the Bible’, The Briefing, 
Issue 364 (January 2009).   
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James 3:1 – 4:12 focuses on the use of 
the tongue and the need for wisdom. 
The importance of speaking well – and 
avoiding negative speech – comes both 
at the beginning of this section (3:1-12) 
and at its end (4:11-12). Between these 
sections, James deals with wise living: 
pursuing wisdom from above (3:13-18), 
avoiding friendship with the world  
(4:1-7), and submitting to God (4:8-10). 

avoid evil speech (3:1-12)

James 3 begins with a warning against 
those who would desire to be ‘teachers’, 
since teachers will be strictly judged 
(3:1). From the time of Ezra, those who 
‘taught the people…to understand the 
law’ (Nehemiah 8:7-9), had a leading 
role in Judaism, and the importance 
of teachers in James is an aspect of its 
Jewish-Christian background. ‘We who 
teach’ includes James, and his emphasis 
on the responsibility of teachers leads to 
a wider discussion of dangerous talk in 

JAMeS 3:1 – 4:12
Speech and Wisdom

BIBLE
MONTH

Week

3

BIBLe noTeS

3:2-12 (picking up his earlier admonition, 
‘be quick to listen, slow to speak’, 1:19). 
Although his letter commends care in this 
area, James is not afraid to admit that 
we all ‘make many mistakes’ (3:2), and he 
knows that those who confess their sins 
will be forgiven (5:15-16).

James offers different images of the 
power of the tongue (3:3-5). Like a bridle 
guiding a horse, or a rudder steering a 
ship, so too the tongue has power over 
the whole body. It is also like a fire that 
can set alight a whole forest, and James 
warns that the tongue that sets nature 
on fire will be set on fire in Gehenna 
(3:5b-6). Gehenna is the Valley of Hinnom 
south of Jerusalem where children were 
once sacrificed by fire (2 Kings 16:3; 23.10; 
Jeremiah 7:30-34). By the first century 
AD it had become a metaphor for final 
punishment. In the New Testament it is 
mentioned by Jesus – in Luke 12:48 –  
in the context of the responsibilities of 
discipleship, and here by James. 

Many of the images in James 3:3-8 were 
already familiar within Jewish tradition: 
‘Scoundrels concoct evil, and their speech 
is like a scorching fire’ (Proverbs 16:27).  
For the important connection between 
right speech and honest action, see Psalm 
15:2-3; Proverbs 10:19; Ecclesiasticus 27: 
4-7, as well as the words of Jesus, ‘What 
comes out of the mouth proceeds from 
the heart, and this is what defiles. For 
out of the heart come evil intentions’ 
(Matthew 15:18-19).

The connection between blessing God 
and blessing ‘those made in the likeness 
of God’ (James 3:9) is part of Jewish 
ethical tradition: ‘He who treats with 
contempt the face of any person treats 
the face of the Lord with contempt’  
(2 Enoch 44:2), and James’ appeal  
for consistency of speech and action 
(3:11-12) uses everyday imagery to 
express afresh Jesus’ teaching in  
Matthew 12:33-37 and Luke 6:43-45.
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submittinG to God  
(4:6-10)

Since God gives grace to the humble, 
believers are to submit to God as well as 
resist the devil (4:6-7). James urges his 
readers to desire, and to worship, God 
alone: ‘Draw near to God and he will 
draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, 
you sinners, and purify your hearts you 
double-minded’ (4:8; words based on 
Psalm 24:3-4). James’ words seem to be 
influenced by the teaching and example 
of Jesus, by his Beatitudes (Matthew  
5:1-11), and by his invitation, echoing 
that of wisdom in Proverbs 9:4-5, ‘Come 
to me… and learn from me; for I am 
gentle and humble in heart, and you will 
find rest for your souls’ (Matthew 11:28-
29). As divine wisdom, Jesus reveals God’s 
character and humanity’s calling: ‘Blessed 
are the meek, for they will inherit the 
earth’ (Matthew 5:5).

Drawing near to God will sometimes 
require the grief of repentance (4:8b-9), 
but God promises to exalt those who 
humble themselves (4:10), again echoing 
the importance of humility (1:9; 4:6). 

avoidinG ill JudGement 
(4:11-12)

James 4:11-12 ends where James 3 began 
– with a focus on speaking rightly. To 
speak evil of another is to be a ‘judge’ of 
the law rather than its doer. James’ point 
is probably that evil speech breaks the 
command to love one’s neighbour (2:8), 
and – in that sense – positions one over 
the law as its judge. 

causes of conflict (4:1-5)

James 4:1-3 traces the roots of conflict 
and disorder to inner desires and 
cravings, a point that Jesus also made 
in his teaching (Mark 7:20-23). Seeking 
fulfilment of our own desires is a form 
of ‘friendship with the world’, and needs 
to be rejected (4:4; cf. 1 John 2:15-17). 
There is a great deal of discussion about 
the meaning of James 4:5, but one 
interpretation is that James is referring  
to God’s jealousy for the people of God 
(cf. Deut 4:24), which explains why God is 
so opposed to friendship with the world.

true wisdom (3:13-18)

James 3:13-18 draws a contrast between 
‘earthly, unspiritual’ wisdom and 
‘wisdom from above’. The reference to 
the ‘gentleness born of wisdom’ (3:13) 
picks up on an earlier point that it is 
the lowly, those who know they need 
to ask a generous God for wisdom, who 
will be raised up (1:5-9). Wisdom that 
is not from God is envious and selfish 
(3:16), while ‘pure’ wisdom – wisdom 
wholly devoted to God – heads the list 
of traits that characterise the wisdom 
‘from above’ (3:17). James’ teaching that 
righteousness is in store for those who 
make peace (3:18) echoes Jesus’ saying 
that peacemakers will be called the 
children of God (Matthew 5:9).  

The distinction between different types of 
wisdom draws on a well-established Jewish 
wisdom tradition. Proverbs 9:1-18 contrasts 
two ways of living as a choice between 
the invitations of two women, Wisdom 
and Folly, to their houses. Both are eager 
to attract the ‘simple’, but while Wisdom 
offers the receptive God’s righteousness 
and peace, Folly entices the arrogant with 
the attractions of selfish ambition.

In this tradition, wisdom teaches both 
about the character of God: ‘With you 
is wisdom, she who knows your works 
and was present when you made the 
world’ – and about the right way of being 
human: ‘The paths of those on earth were 
set right, and people were taught what 
pleases you, and were saved by wisdom’ 
(Wisdom 9:9,18).

preachinG points

Being careful about how we speak 
is clearly a key theme for James, 
and perhaps particularly relevant 
in today’s world that has so many 
different ways of communicating! 
how might the importance of 
speaking well – and avoiding 
evil speech – shape our lives as 
disciples of Jesus? how might 
James’ teaching affect our use of 
email, twitter, facebook and other 
social media sites?  

preachinG points

James describes wisdom ‘from 
above’ through drawing a contrast 
between god’s way of wisdom and 
that of the world (3:13-18). where 
do we see the ‘earthly, unspiritual, 
devilish’ wisdom – leading to envy 
and selfish ambition – around us 
today? how can we resist such 
false wisdom, and live out instead 
the way of wisdom described 
in 3:17? how might we act as 
‘peacemakers’ within the world  
and our communities today (3:18)? 

preachinG points

the importance of humility 
emerges a number of times in 
James, including in 4:6-10. why 
is humility such an important part 
of christian discipleship? why 
does drawing near to god require 
repentance (4:8-9)?  

preachinG points

James is not the only nt writer to 
reject ‘friendship with the world’, 
but we need to be careful to 
explain what such a phrase does 
and does not mean. how does the 
‘way of the world’ express itself 
in ways that are destructive and 
need to be rejected (cf. 4:2-3)? 
why is god so ‘jealous’ for our 
commitment (4:5)?  
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SMALL gRoup ReSouRce

ReFLecTIng 
on ScRIpTuRe 
ThRough ART 

James 3:1 – 4:12 is likely to provoke 
discussions about speech and wisdom, 
themes that remain as relevant today  
as they did during the time of James. 
What does it mean to ‘speak rightly’ in  
a world with so many competing voices 
and disputes? How can we seek wisdom 
as we face new challenges to our faith 
and to our life together in society? 

One way to encourage a group to 
encounter James is through bringing the 
letter into conversation with a work of art. 

For the Methodist Conference in 2016, 
the artist and Methodist minister Ric Stott 
produced a series of paintings around 
the themes of holiness and justice. One 
painting, entitled Mechanisms of Injustice 
is a response to the refugee crisis, and 
evokes the journey refugees make across 
the Mediterranean in search of sanctuary. 

read through James 3:1 – 4:12

As a group, listen to the passage that has been the focus of this 
Bible week. Read it twice, allowing participants to get a sense  
of its key themes. 

respond to the painting 

Encourage the group to spend a few 
minutes looking at the image and thinking 
about their response to it. 

You can find an image of the painting  
at www.methodist.org.uk/BibleMonth.  
If you right-click on the painting and ‘view 
image’, this will give you a full-screen shot  
of the painting. Arrange to show this image 
on a PowerPoint, or you could perhaps  
give a copy of the ‘Holiness and Justice’ 
booklet – accompanied by images of  
Ric’s paintings – to each member of the 
group, who can look at the image at  
www.methodist.org.uk/BibleMonth.

share the artist’s reflections on the painting

The artist – Ric Stott – has offered his own reflections on the 
painting; see www.methodist.org.uk/BibleMonth. The paragraph 
that opens ‘Some issues feel too big…’ might be particularly 
helpful in providing some background to the painting. 

reflect on James 

Ask participants to think about how James 3:1 – 4:12 might speak 
to the issues raised in the painting. 

Possible questions might include: 

•   In a society where there are lots of different opinions or views 
of the refugee crisis, in what ways is James’ description of the 
tongue as a ‘restless evil’ (James 3:8) a warning to us all? 

•   In what ways can we search for wisdom and understanding 
(James 3:13) of something as complex and challenging as the 
refugee crisis? 

•   How do our own ‘cravings’ and desires (James 4:1-2) contribute 
to injustice within the world? 

•   What might ‘repentance’ mean in this area: for ourselves, for 
our churches, and for our wider society (James 4:8-10)? 

Approaching the text

Further resources

Art can be a helpful way of stimulating 
thoughts, questions and observations 
about the biblical text, and this can be 
an approach for participants to adopt 
in other settings too. For a helpful 
resource in this area, see Creative 
Spirit, a DVD resource based on the 
Methodist Art Collection.

For further insight into the refugee 
crisis, see the resource, Made for 
goodness – a faithful response to  
the refugee crisis, produced by the 
Joint Public Issues Team. 

For links to these and more resources, 
see www.methodist.org.uk/BibleMonth

Mechanisms of Injustice  
by Ric Stott, with permission.
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As the letter draws to its close, James 
warns his readers against boasting, 
reminding them to trust in the Lord 
(James 4:13-17). He also issues a prophetic 
warning against the rich, this time against 
rich ‘outsiders’ who exploit those within 
the Church and society (5:1-6). James next 
offers a number of exhortations, many of 
which echo the opening chapter: to be 
patient in suffering (5:7-11), speak openly 
(5:12), and pray for one another (5:13-
18). In the closing two verses, James calls 
believers to prevent others in the Church 
wandering away from faith (5:19-20). 

JAMeS 4:13 – 5:20
Living for the Lord

BIBLE
MONTH

Week

4

BIBLe noTeS

avoidinG boastinG (4:13-17)

James’ warning against boasting is 
probably directed to well-off Christians, 
merchants who may have travelled from 
place to place for business (4:13-17). 
While James does not condemn such 
Christians, he warns them against relying 
on their own plans – and encourages 
them to remember that the Lord is 
ultimately in control. Humility is again 
a key virtue (cf. 1:9-11). James 4:17 sits 
oddly within this context. Perhaps the 
‘right thing’ that James mentions is that 
of showing practical care for others  
(cf. 2:14-16), which the wealthy would  
be well placed to do. 

preachinG points

James wants to encourage all 
christians – even the ‘successful’ 
– to live in dependence on god. 
In a world where we can take out 
insurance against all sorts of losses, 
how can we maintain such a sense 
of depending on god? how do we 
remain attentive to god even in the 
midst of planning for the future?  
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carinG for the wanderer  
(5:19-20)

The final verses in James (5:19-20) may 
allude to Jesus’ parable of the lost sheep, 
where the shepherd leaves the ninety-
nine to ‘go in search of the one that went 
astray’ (Matthew 18:10-14). To the end, 
James reflects both Jesus’ teaching that 
‘it is not the will of your Father in heaven 
that one of these little ones should be 
lost’ (Matthew 18:14), and his Jewish 
understanding of God’s justice and mercy: 
‘I have no pleasure in the death of the 
wicked, but that the wicked turn from 
their ways and live’ (Ezekiel 33:11).

The short warning against ‘swearing’ by 
heaven or earth (5:12) closely echoes that 
of Jesus (Matthew 5:34-47). Perhaps the 
verse occurs here because to swear an 
oath was an example of impatience, part 
of the problem that James was addressing 
in 5:7-11. 

the priority of prayer 
(5:13-18)

James had earlier encouraged Christians 
to ask God for wisdom (1:5-7), and here 
he encourages them to come to God in  
all sorts of situations (5:13-14). Elders 
within the Church, James writes, can 
come to pray for the sick and anoint  
them with oil. Such a prayer will ‘save 
the sick’, although the reference to 
forgiveness of sins may suggest that a 
spiritual dimension is included (5:15-16). 
Believers are to confess their sins and pray 
for one another, looking to the example 
of Elijah whose fervent prayers were 
answered (5:16-18). 

We find reference to the ‘three years and 
six months’ of the drought in the time of 
Elijah only in James 5:17 and in Luke 4:25, 
on the occasion of Jesus’ proclaiming 
the fulfilment of Isaiah 61. Jesus was 
Elijah’s successor in raising a widow’s son 
(Luke 7:11-17) and in being ‘taken up’ 
to heaven (Luke 9:51), and his work will 
continue in the Church, as ‘the prayer  
of faith’ responds to his promise, ‘Ask  
and it will be given you’ (Matthew 7:7; 
Luke 11:9). 

Later authors describe James as a person 
of prayer. Eusebius of Caesarea (c.260 to 
c.340) tells us that ‘James, the brother of 
the Lord,…used to enter the Temple, and 
was often found on his knees beseeching 
forgiveness for the people, so that his 
knees grew hard like a camel’s…Because 
of his unsurpassable righteousness he 
was called the Just’ (History 2:23). The 
Christian James never ceased to pray for 
his own Jewish people. 

a warninG to the rich 
(5:1-6)

James 5:1-6 is a warning to the rich, but 
most likely directed to those outside the 
Church, assuring Christians that God will 
judge those who exploit the poor. James’ 
warning finds parallels within other 
Jewish literature (cf. Amos 2:6-7), and 
also echoes the teaching of Jesus on the 
temporary nature of wealth (Matthew 
6:19-20). The passage makes clear that 
those condemned are the wealthy who 
exploit the poor, keep back wages, and 
ignore the cries of the needy (5:4). Poor 
Christians within the Church may have 
also suffered such exploitation from 
wealthy landowners, but are assured that 
God will judge rightly those who exploit 
others (5:5-6). 

a call to patience (5:7-12)

In light of the difficulties that many 
of James’ readers faced, it would have 
been easy for them to have complained. 
James encourages them instead to be 
patient while they wait for the Lord 
to return (James 5:7-12). Like the crop 
that the farmer expects each year, Jesus’ 
return is certain (5:7-8). In the meantime, 
Christians are to remember the patience 
of the prophets who also suffered (5:10), 
as well as Job – perhaps the most famous 
example of a biblical figure who endured 
through a time of suffering. 

preachinG points

like the prophets, James has 
a strong sense of justice, and 
so offers a sobering critique 
of exploitation. how might we 
apply James 5:1-6 to situations 
of exploitation or injustice today? 
In light of this passage and John 
wesley’s own advice on wealth 
(sometimes summarised as, ‘earn 
all you can, save all you can, give 
all you can’), how should we as 
christians approach our finances?

preachinG points

James – to put it mildly – seems 
optimistic about the power of 
prayer to change things! how can 
we take James’ encouragement 
seriously, and bring all things to 
god in prayer – including our 
illnesses and sufferings? how can 
we accompany our trust that god 
answers prayer with an awareness 
that we don’t always know what it 
is that god wills (James 4:15)?

preachinG points

James ends with an 
encouragement to look out for the 
‘wandering’ brother or sister who 
is at risk of leaving the faith. how 
might we best support those who 
are struggling with faith? how can 
we be a church that reflects god’s 
mercy and compassion for all?
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SMALL gRoup ReSouRce

InDucTIVe BIBLe STuDy

James 4:13 – 5:20 presents some of the 
more challenging passages in this letter. 
As well as the warning to the rich (James 
5:1-6) and the call for patience while 
waiting for the Lord’s coming (5:7-11),  
the issue of prayer and its effectiveness 
(5:13-18) may well provoke discussion. 

In Week 2, we offered a model of 
inductive engagement with the biblical 
text known as the ‘Swedish Method’. This 
week, we encourage a different kind of 
inductive Bible study approach through 
using the ‘5W’ questions (where, who, 
what, why, when). 

Adopting the 5W questions below can  
be a useful way of staying with a passage 
and digging into it a little deeper. The 
questions – or variations of them – can  
be used with any biblical text.

provide a printout of James 4:13 – 5:20

Give each participant a printout of James 4:13 – 5:20, preferably without verse numbers.  
Use a more ‘literal’ translation, such as the NRSV or the ESV. (Online Bible resources – such as  
www.biblegateway.com  – allow easy access to the Bible in a range of translations, and you can  
simply ‘copy and paste’ the chapter into a Word document.)

explain the 5W questions

Explain that each member of the group will choose a section within James 4:13 – 5:20.  
They will then explore each of the following five questions before discussing them with the wider group: 

personal study of James 4:13 – 5:20 

Ask participants to read through James 4:13 – 5:20, and pause at the section that prompts most interest  
– or confusion! At that point, they can seek to answer – or suggest possible answers – to the 5W questions. 
Encourage participants to make any notes/comments on their printout, which they can refer to as they  
feed back to the wider group. 

Group discussion 

 Draw the group back together, and, reading back through James 4:13 – 5:20, ask for comments from  
participants on the passages that each person studied. 

Approaching the text

Where? Who? What? Why? When?

Where within the wider 
letter of James does this 
passage occur? What is 
significant about what 

precedes the passage and 
what follows it?

Who is the person 
or group being 

addressed? What 
are the issues they 
seem to be facing?  

What is the ‘main 
point’ of the passage? 
Can you summarise it 
in your own words? 

Why does James 
make this point?  

How does he support 
or explain it?

When might this 
passage be applied in 
today’s context? When 
might it be relevant in 

your own life?  
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praying for wisdom  (1:5-11)
James encourages christians to pray for wisdom, and also to  
avoid boasting of one’s wealth. 

• Give out large sheets of paper and some pens to each person in a small  
group. Invite people to divide the paper into two halves with a line or a fold. 
On one side they draw a picture of Mr or Mrs Boastful and on the other  
Mr or Mrs Wise. Through their drawing they need to show the characteristics  
of people who are boastful and those who are wise. They can use words  
around the pictures too if that helps. 

• Discuss the pictures and begin to build up an understanding of what 
wisdom is. You may wish to follow that by looking at James 1:5-11 
and explaining that wisdom comes from God.

gratitude for god’s generosity  (1:17-18)
James tells his listeners of the gifts that god has given. When we are 
given a gift, we say thank you. 

• Invite people to say thank you in different languages. Write the  
words up for everyone to see. 

• Create a cube template (examples are available online!), and give copies out. 
Invite children to write or draw on each of the six faces something for which 
they are grateful. Then ask them to cut out their template and fold and stick  
it to make a ‘cube’ to take away and use as a ‘Grace cube’ before meals. 
Turning the cube around from time to time will be a reminder to thank  
God for the gifts of the earth.

• Go outside and invite everyone to identify one thing in the world around  
them for which they are profoundly grateful and ask them to point this out  
to someone else. If it is too wet to go outside, ask the young people to close 
their eyes and imagine that thing and describe it… Then join hands to form  
a circle, or a series of circles, and say a prayer of thanks. 

IDeAS FoR expLoRIng TheMeS In JAMeS

Each of the following activities in this session could be used with children or with 
young people, or perhaps for a larger mixed group. Read through the activities  
and adapt what you think will work best in your own setting.

chILDRen & young peopLe

for very younG children

•	You may be able to adapt some 
of the activities in this section 
for very young children, but a 
further simple activity would be 
to explore objects that help us to 
think about God’s gifts.

1 Such objects might include boxes 
wrapped up as presents (or gift 
bags) containing toy animals, play 
flowers, play fruit and vegetables, 
or pictures of plants, animals and 
food. 

2 Encourage the young children to 
join in a prayer, using this short 
paragraph.

 Everything good  
 (thumbs up) 
is a gift from God  
 (mime opening present).  
We say ‘thank you’  
 (clap hands). 

3 Invite the children to unwrap the 
presents to see the gifts God has 
given to the world, and play with 
the contents of the boxes. 

merci danke

gracias

diolch

obrigado grazie
dank 

u

dankondziękuję
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The power of speech  (3:1-12)
James calls for care in the way that we speak. our words 
can be used to harm – or to help – those around us. 

• Ask the group to think of examples of things that are  
little but can make a big difference; or find pictures  
to illustrate this in advance and show them to the group.  
For example, the rudder of a ship, a match, a battery, seeds,  
a grain of yeast, a small cog from a clock. Ask the group  
to think of ways that these items can be used for good or  
can be used negatively. Link this with James’ teaching about 
how our tongues are a small part of our bodies but the  
words we say can be used positively or negatively and can 
have a huge impact.

• Discuss with the group what it feels like when people  
say unkind things. Explore why they think people might  
say hurtful things to other people. Make a list of positive  
and negative things the young people can do or say  
with their words.

• For older young people, you may want to consider the 
expression of James 3:5, ‘a great forest is set on fire by a small 
spark’ (NIV). Encourage the group to write a story or devise 
a drama about how small words can cause huge damage. 
Create the story/drama with two different endings: one 
where words cause damage and an alternative ending where 
words are instead used positively.

• Ask the young people to each write down five kind things 
they could say to people over the coming week at school. 
Invite them all to commit to saying their positive words.  
The following week you could discuss what response they  
got and how it felt to say the words.

• Spend some time discussing with your group whether they 
are good listeners. Why do people find it hard to listen 
sometimes? What happens and how do we feel when people 
don’t listen to us? Why is it important to listen to each other?

• We are often much better at speaking than we are at 
listening. We can improve by practising. Invite people to  
work in small groups. One person speaks for between 1 and  
2 minutes on a topic of their choice (or you could suggest  
a topic). Another person listens and reports back what they 
heard. Other people might observe and comment to help 
the listener improve. Change roles several times. Keep the 
exercise positive, affirmative and fun. Reflect on what they 
have learned and discuss why they think God would want  
us to listen well.

Welcoming the poor  (2:1-13)
James explains that we should avoid favouritism  
and instead treat each other equally.

• Draw or stick a picture of your church in the middle of 
flipchart paper. Give out sticky notes and invite people to 
write or draw on them ways in which the church might be 
generous: generous to the people who come to church, to the 
local community and to the world. Then look at the results 
together. What do you learn? Is there anything you can do? 
Collect in the suggestions and stick them on the sheet around 
the church picture.

• Think about your Sunday School group, or youth group, and 
together devise a welcome plan for newcomers to your group 
to help everyone feel equal, valued and welcomed. You may 
like to devise a set of ‘welcome ground rules’ too; maybe 
these could be displayed in the room where you meet.

Faith and action  (2:14-26)
James also encourages christians to show their faith  
by their actions – by how they live (2:14-26)!

• Draw a line down the centre of a piece of flipchart paper. 
On one half ask the group to write beliefs that they, or other 
people, have. Opposite each belief, on the other half of the 
flipchart, write examples of ways in which the belief can 
be acted upon/lived out. This would work well as a group 
exercise with one or two members of the group writing down 
the suggestions.  
  For example: Belief = animals should be cared for;  
Action = take their dog for a walk each day, fundraise for  
or donate money to the RSPCA, get involved in campaigns  
for animal rights.  
 If your group would struggle to think of beliefs and actions 
by themselves then make a set of cards with a number of 
beliefs and appropriate actions written on separate cards and 
ask the group to match them up.  
 Take the opportunity to spend some time discussing why it 
can sometimes be hard to turn beliefs into actions. 

• As a personal response you may like to make a ‘faith and 
deeds’ coin. For this activity each member of the group should 
cut out and decorate a large coin shape (you can make this as 
large as you like). You might want to include an appropriate 
quote from James on the coin. On the ‘heads’ side, ask the 
young person to write/draw a belief that they have (e.g.  
I believe that we should look after the planet). On the ‘tails’ 
side, ask them to write/draw an action they personally can 
make in response to that belief (e.g. I will pick up litter in my 
local park). Invite them to commit to doing what they have 
written on the ‘tails’ side of the coin over the coming weeks 
and to use the two-sided coin as a reminder that their faith 
and deeds go together.
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god’s true wisdom  (3:13-18)
James draws a contrast between wisdom ‘from above’, 
wisdom that reflects god’s character, and wisdom  
‘from below’, which is ‘unspiritual’ and ‘devilish’. 

•	Engage the young people in the ‘boxes of wisdom’ activity.

1 Display two boxes so that everyone can see them.  
Mark one ‘God’s Wisdom’ and the other ‘Worldly Wisdom’. 

2 Print out a copy of the reading (James 3:13-18) in 48-point 
bold characters (this will take several sheets of paper) and 
cut it up into individual words and phrases. Lay these out 
around the two boxes. 

3 After listening to the reading, invite some people to come 
and gather around the boxes and words with you. Invite 
them to select a word or phrase and read it out to the 
others. Then decide together which of the two boxes  
to put it into. 

4 Do this a number of times, taking as long as you think 
people will manage to concentrate. Once concentration 
begins to flag, invite the people around the boxes to 
complete the task on their own. Invite everyone to recall 
the word they think was most important in trying to live 
out God’s wisdom, and the word that indicates something 
they want to try really hard to avoid, from what was 
considered ‘worldly wisdom’.

• Sing and reflect on the hymn, ‘Make me a channel of  
your peace’ (Singing the Faith, 107).

1 Explain to the group that the words of the song reflect  
very closely the ideas found in the reading from James 3. 

2 While many people will know the song, younger children 
may not be familiar with it, so you might like to spend 
some time learning it together and then sing it through. 
Look at the words of the song with your group. Ask them 
to pick out any lines or phrases that stand out to them. 

3 Invite the young people to illustrate the line that they  
have chosen, or if they prefer they may choose to write 
their own song or poem about what peace is. 

prayer in James  (5:13-20)
In this passage, James describes several kinds of prayer, 
including prayer for healing. 

•	Explore with the young people the different ways to pray.

1 Discuss with the group why they think people pray, and 
what motivates them. James 4:3 suggests that people  
can have the wrong motives when they ask God for things.  
Are there any bad motives for praying? If appropriate, 
discuss with your group when they find it difficult to pray, 
maybe sharing with them when you find it difficult to pray. 

2 Explain that there are many ways to pray, and using  
words is only one way. Sometimes we use prayers from 
books, sometimes we use our own words, or words from  
the Bible help us. We can also pray through movement  
or through art. 

3 Spend some time allowing the group to make their  
own prayer using words, movement or art. Have some 
prayer templates available for those who may need that 
structure. Also have available creative materials for art 
work or collage.

 
 
ReFLecTIng on  
WhAT you’Ve LeARneD
At the end of the four weeks looking at James, you 
may wish to explore with your group what they have 
particularly found helpful, inspiring or challenging in the 
letter of James. 

This could be done in a variety of different ways, depending on 
the group. 

• Discuss what each person has discovered in James, and note 
down comments on flipchart paper as you talk. 

• Invite the young people in the group to imagine they were 
writing a letter to a group of other young Christians. Ask 
them to write that letter thinking carefully about what 
messages they would include that they have learned from the 
letter of James. Young people love to make their letters look 
old, as though they were written at the time of James. You 
could create the letter as a scroll, and use coffee or teabags  
to make it looked brown and aged! 

• Using art materials, create a collage, either individually or as a 
group, of the things that have really stood out from the letter 
of James. You could display this in the church to share their 
learning with the rest of the church community.
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‘who is wise and understanding among you? show by  
your good life that your works are done with gentleness 
born of wisdom.’ (James 3:13) 

James is a challenging and bracing letter, one that reminds us 
that our faith needs to express itself in action. Unless we live 
holy lives – and lives that seek justice for others – then our faith 
risks being a sham, and we need again to seek God’s mercy. 
James encourages us to reflect more deeply on the teaching 
of the law (1:22-25) – particularly the command to love our 
neighbour (2:8) – and to allow that to shape the way that  
we live. As we do so, God gives us more grace (4:6). 

If you have completed Bible Month within your church or circuit, 
we hope that you have been challenged and stretched by it. We 
hope too that it has encouraged participants to dig more deeply 
into the Bible in their own lives. 

We’d love to take your feedback and comments on your Bible 
Month so that we can learn from them for the future. Do please 
get in touch with us at www.methodist.org.uk/BibleMonth. 

Look out too for Bible Month 2018. Resources will be provided 
again at www.methodist.org.uk/BibleMonth. 

Gospel readinGs
For churches that wish to accompany readings from James  
with a Gospel reading, the following passages from Matthew 
can be used. 

Week Letter of James gospel of matthew 

1 1  5:1-16

2 2  7:15-28

3 3:1 – 4:12  12:15-37

4 4:13 – 5:20  18:1-20

conclusion
We encourage churches that have taken part in Bible Month 
to consider ways in which they might continue to engage with 
Scripture. The following resources are good places to start:

The Community Bible Experience 
An excellent resource that encourages reading the Bible 
together in community. 

 www.biblicaeurope.com/our-work/community-bible-
experience/introduction

Making Good Sense of the Bible Together 
A six-session introduction to biblical interpretation. 

 Available from: www.biblesociety.org.uk/products/ 
9780564044276 

Navigate  
Five interactive sessions designed to help young people 
explore and engage with the Bible. Free to download at:  
www.methodist.org.uk/navigate  

For further resources, please continue to check  
www.methodist.org.uk/BibleMonth 
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Who is wise and understanding  
among you? Show by your  
good life that your works are  
done with gentleness born  
of wisdom. 

JAMeS 3:13
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