
Lesson Fifty-nine 
 

James 

 

Author:  There are four different men named James who are mentioned in the New Testament, 
including two who were actually apostles (Mt. 10:2-3). However, scholars almost unanimously 
agree that the author is James, the half-brother of Jesus. Galatians 1:19 and 2:9 refer to James, 
the Lord’s brother. Though he grew up with Jesus, James apparently did not become a believer 
until after the resurrection of Christ. 1 Corinthians 15:7 tells us that the risen Savior “appeared to 
James, then to all the apostles.”  Over time, the half brother of Jesus grew to prominence within 
the church in Jerusalem (Acts 12:17, 15:13, 21:18).  The early church fathers all agreed that it 
was James, the brother of Jesus who wrote this letter. Flavius Josephus, who was a first-
century Jewish historian says that James was martyred for the faith in A.D. 62. This means this 
would have likely been one of the first letters written that we have in our New Testaments.  
 
Audience:  The letter is addressed to the “12 tribes scattered among the nations” and has an 
obvious Jewish flavor to it. It is filled with a number of Jewish references and symbolism. The 
audience was likely the Jewish Christians who were living outside of Palestine in an unknown 
city. Some believe it was directed toward Jewish believers to the East in Babylon and 
Mesopotamia.  
 
Controversy:  There is likely no book in all of the Bible which has been maligned as much as the 
letter of James. Over the years, people have argued over aspect of the book from authorship, 
date, reliability and more. Martin Luther, the famous Reformer, famously said that James was a 
“right strawy epistle.”  Many believe it preaches a Gospel that is “different” from the Gospel 
presented elsewhere in the New Testament, particularly in the book of Romans. Romans 
emphasizes that a person is saved by grace alone. James’ focus is on works. However, the two 
are not contradictory. One is looking at the means of salvation; the other is looking at the 
evidence of salvation. 
 
However, because of this particular issue, there was much discussion about the trustworthiness 
of the book of James and it was among the last of the books to be included in the New 
Testament. 
 
Key Verse:  As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead. 
        James 2:26 
 



 

Autopsy of a Dead Faith 
 

James 2:14-26 
 

 It was this particular passage that presented the most problems for Martin Luther and 
others who felt the book of James contradicted the teaching found throughout the New 
Testament that individuals are saved by grace alone. James appears to contradict that teaching 
in this passage. However, a closer look reveals there is no contradiction at all. It is helpful to 
consider a tree to understand how the concepts found in Romans and James work together. 
 
 In Romans, Paul was looking at the ROOT of the tree. In stating that individuals are 
saved by grace alone, then the apostle was stating that if the root is no good, then it is 
impossible for a tree to bear any fruit.  James, on the other hand, was look up in the tree. He 
correctly determined that if there is no fruit on the tree, then the problem is in the root. It is all a 
matter of where on the tree one is looking. James contends that a lack of fruit indicates a dead 
root, or dead faith. Here he goes into an explanation of this dead faith. 
 
I.  THE EMPTINESS OF FAITH WITHOUT DEEDS 
     A. He begins with a rhetorical question:  “What good is it if a man claims to have faith but has 
no deeds?” The answer is, it does no good whatsoever. For James, true faith is demonstrated in 
our daily life. The question is not “is faith sufficient to save,” but rather, “is such faith” – a faith 
that doesn’t result in actions – “a true faith able to save.”  
     B. This is consistent with what Jesus taught. The religious leaders of Jesus’ day certainly 
claimed faith. But there was no evidence of a genuine faith in God and Jesus challenged them 
on this time and again. Paul himself in Ephesians declared that it was by grace we are saved, 
not by works, but then goes on to say that we are God’s workmanship, “created in Christ Jesus 
to do good works.” 
     C.  Merely acknowledging God exists is not enough to have a saving faith. It must be a faith 
that makes a difference in the way we live. 
 
II.  EVIDENCE THAT FAITH MUST BE ACCOMPANIED BY DEEDS 
     A.  James points back to the patriarch of the Jewish faith, Abraham. In Genesis 15:6, it tells 
us that Abraham believed and it was credited to him as righteousness. Then in Genesis 22, God 
tested Abraham’s faith. Abraham demonstrated the genuineness of his faith by his willingness to 
obey God and sacrifice his son.  
     B. Rahab was another illustration. The prostitute demonstrated her faith in God by acting and 
hiding the spies of Israel. She was the opposite of Abraham in many respects, but they had 
something in common: they didn’t just profess faith in God, they acted on it. 
 
III.  THE EFFECT OF FAITH WITHOUT DEEDS 
     A.  Verse 26 says “as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead.”  
When you go to the funeral, you may look at a body in a casket and say that they look “natural” 
but you know that no matter how they may look, they are dead because their spirit has left them. 
     B.  James says in the same way, a person may dress up and look their best each Sunday 
but if your faith is not demonstrated by Spirit-transformed living, then you are just a corpse. 
There is no real spiritual life within you.  
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