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October 6 // James 1:1-12 

This guide is meant to kickstart biblical exegesis for weekly study by Journey Group Leaders and 
other students of God’s Word. Here we provide historical-cultural background and literary 
context information in a concise format to help you in Step 1 of the Interpretive Journey—
discovering what the text meant to its original audience.  
 
Note: This guide is meant as a kickstart to the FIRST step to exegesis, NOT as a complete 
interpretation of the meaning of the passage. (The rest of Step 1 and the subsequent four steps 
are meant to be completed in your personal time with the Lord and in your Journey Group 
discussion.) 
 

 

In the first sentence of the letter we call “James,” the author identifies himself as 
“James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:1). This James (also sometimes 
referred to as Jacob), was the half-brother of Jesus himself.1 Growing up with Jesus as an older 
brother, he actually at first did not accept Jesus’ authority as the Messiah.2 During Jesus’ earthly 
life, James misunderstood his mission and outright challenged him (John 7:2-5), bearing 
evidence to Jesus’ claim that “a prophet is not without honor except in his own town, among 
his relatives and in his own home” (Mark 6:4). However, although we are not told the details, 
James obviously experienced a life-changing encounter with Jesus at some point, which opened 
his eyes to the fact that this brother of his was so very much more. He put his faith in Jesus as 
Messiah and Lord (“the Lord Jesus Christ,” 1:1), and by the time of this letter, James had 
become the head of the Jewish Christian church at Jerusalem, where he was highly esteemed 
by both Christians and Jews alike. Here he speaks with authority, as one who needs not justify 
nor defend his position of leadership in the church.3 
 

Following a typical Greek letter greeting style, James then identifies his audience: “to 
the twelve tribes scattered among the nations” (1:1). It was the work of the Messiah to 
reestablish the twelve tribes, the true Israel, and James clearly understands the church to be 
just that. He writes specifically to the Jewish Christians who were scattered after Stephen’s 
stoning and the subsequent persecutions. These were the very believers mentioned in Acts 8:1 
and 11:19 (which we studied as a church family last week), who “had been scattered by the 
persecution that broke out when Stephen was killed” and had “traveled as far as Phoenicia, 

 
1 J. D. Douglas and Merrill C. Tenney, revised by Moises Silva, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Dictionary (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2011). 
2 Kenneth L. Barker, general editor, NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1985), 1768. 
3 Douglas and Tenney, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Dictionary. 
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Cyprus and Antioch” (Acts 12:19). These scattered believers were undergoing trials as well as 
experiencing spiritual failures while living throughout the Mediterranean world outside of their 
home of Palestine.4 James writes authoritatively as their spiritual leader, as their “home church 
pastor,” so to speak, in order to rebuke and correct the sins into which they had fallen and in 
order to encourage them in the heavy trials through which they were going. Despite the 
uniquely Jewish nature of this letter, every word of it is applicable to us today. We are today’s 
scattered believers. We are today’s twelve tribes. We too need this pastor’s rebuke and 
correction of the sins into which we’ve fallen, as well as his encouragement in the heavy trials 
through which we are going. We are, along with James’ original audience, “the true Israel, 
whose home is in heaven, but for whom the earth is only a foreign land.”5  
 

In verses 2—12, James presents the first of his main themes, that the genuineness of 
faith will be tested, that this testing is actually for our benefit (in the development of our 
character), that the wisdom we need to discern the test and to stand fast under pressure is the 
gift of God available for any of us who seek Him, and that one major situation in which we will 
surely see our faith tested is in the use of wealth. All of the details James shares fall within the 
Jewish Christian understanding of testing. He assumes that testing is the context for the 
Christian life, that it comes in various forms, and that it is something one doesn’t seek but 
rather stumbles into.6 From Abraham’s famous “A+” test in Genesis 22, to the Israelites “F-“ in 
the wilderness (Numbers 14:20-24), James’ first readers/listeners were fully familiar with the 
longstanding tradition of testing. Tests were—and are—an essential component of the life of 
faith, of the identity of the people of God. These scattered first believers would have been 
encouraged to be reminded of the reward awaiting them, “the crown of life that the Lord has 
promised to those who love him” (1:12), as should we. 
 
 
 

 

 
4 Ibid. 

5 Davids, P. H. (1982). The Epistle of James: a commentary on the Greek text (p. 64). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans. 

6 Ibid. 
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