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The book of James was written about two decades after the death and resurrection of
Jesus. During that time, the majority of Christians were Jews. Since Peter converted Cornelius,
efforts had been made to convert more non-Jews, but the majority were still Jews. The Jews in
Israel and throughout the world tried to separate themselves from other people groups
through their synagogues, religious rituals, and attitudes.

The leader of the church in Jerusalem was James, and he could see how church life in
Jerusalem had changed from the first years of explosive growth and excitement. Two decades
later, his church was showing the effects of economic persecution from the Jewish leaders, and
his members were still abandoning the city for strange new communities. The very nature of
Christian communities was quickly changing.

How would a local church community change when most of the members had no
concept of good behavior as set forth in the Old Testament? Who would have authority and
knowledge to lead each congregation? How would Christians co-exist with non-Christian Jews in
a Roman society where Jews had special privileges from the government? How would local
churches relate to other local churches?

That was certainly a time when all church leaders would have to rely on guidance from
Holy Spirit. In many ways, the early Church was a social experiment that had never been tried
before. Christian leaders were intent on building communities that crossed national
boundaries, local religions, ethnic groups, and cultural borders. And they were trying to do this
in a climate where the Roman Empire was intent on establishing worship of the Roman
Emperor, to the point of suppressing anything that opposed that goal.

From personal experience, James knew an essential element of building a church
community was eliminating “respect barriers” based on economic factors. Poor people were
equally valued in God’s eyes as rich people, and that same standard had to apply in local
churches. Juxtaposed with that standard was the equally important fact that wealthier
Christians needed to help poor people both inside and outside of the church. What a challenge!

Rather than proposing a large number of rules to follow, James extolled the importance
of exhibiting virtues like humility, generosity, wisdom, consistency. Community was not going
to happen because of rules, but because of Godly hearts.



Discussion Questions:

1.

The first Christians were Jews, and they continued to live as Jews for many years. What do
you know about Jewish communities of that time? Based on that knowledge, what would
James easily predict as they scattered to countries outside of Israel?

What were the economic circumstances of individual Christians in the early church? Did
wealthier Christians receive special treatment?

Looking at James 3:13, how do you demonstrate good deeds in humility at your church?
Read Matthew 6:1-4.

Should you treat fellow Christians differently than people who are not Christians?

1. They were insulated from other people groups as much as possible. This was achieved
through their synagogues, religious rules, dietary rules, and by choice. This separation
became more difficult as they left Israel. They would likely become subject to ridicule
and persecution whether as Jews or Christians. 2. Some were rich, but most were poor.
Many were probably free, but many were slaves. From the passage In James 1:9-10 and
2:1-7, it appears the rich Christians were maybe a little arrogant and were receiving
special treatment.

Application Questions:

1.

3.
4,

Do the wealthier people at your church receive favorable treatment? How much of that is
due to the nature of having more money (i.e. more choices of time usage, giving more
money, better education) versus the special treatment actually given to them? Do you think
rich people should be more humble, and that it is harder for them to live a life like Jesus
wants? Are there other types of people who should be very careful? (for instance, teachers
as discussed in James 3:1-2)

As you have aged, have you changed the types of people you admire? For instance, do
younger people tend to admire wealthy and famous people, whereas older people might
admire joyful, healthy and wise people?

Which types of people to you show favoritism to? How do you show it?

Which types of sin are more dreadful than others? (James 2:8-11)

Application Questions for Teens:

1.

w

What types of people do you admire? How do you know whether you admire someone? Do
you show favoritism to them? Do you reward celebrities by buying the products they
endorse even when they lead lives God probably doesn’t approve of?

Would you rather be rich, poor, or somewhere in between?

What are spiritual dangers that rich people face?

What does it mean to be humble? Can you be humble while striving to be good at
something?



