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CORE VALUES

Community: The purpose of this curriculum is to build community within
the body of believers around Jesus Christ.

Group Process: To build community, the curriculum must be designed to
take a group through a step-by-step process of sharing
your story with one another.

Interactive Bible Study: To share your “story,” the approach to Scripture in the cur-
riculum needs to be open-ended and right brain—to “level
the playing field” and encourage everyone to share.

Developmental Stages: To provide a healthy program in the life cycle of a group,
the curriculum needs to offer courses on three levels of
commitment: (1) Beginner Stage—low-level entry, high
structure, to level the playing field; (2) Growth Stage—
deeper Bible study, flexible structure, to encourage group
accountability; (3) Discipleship Stage—in-depth Bible
study, open structure, to move the group into high gear.

Target Audiences: To build community throughout the culture of the church,
the curriculum needs to be flexible, adaptable and trans-
ferable into the structure of the average church. 
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WELCOME TO THE
SERENDIPITY 301 
DEPTH BIBLE STUDY SERIES

You are about to embark on an adventure into the powerful experience of depth Bible Study.
The Serendipity 301 series combines three basic elements to produce a life-changing and
group-changing course.

First, you will be challenged and enriched by the personal Bible Study that begins each unit.
You will have the opportunity to dig into Scripture both for understanding and personal reflec-
tion. Although some groups may choose to do this section together at their meeting, doing it
beforehand will greatly add to the experience of the course.

Second, you will benefit from the group sessions. Wonderful things happen when a small
group of people get together and share their lives around the Word of God. Not only will you
have a chance to take your personal study to a deeper level, you will have an opportunity to
share on a deep level what’s happening in your life and receive the encouragement and
prayer support of your group.

Third, the 301 courses provide the stimulus and tools for your group to take steps toward ful-
filling your group mission. Whether or not your group has gone through the preparation of a
Serendipity 101 and 201 course, you can profit from this mission emphasis. The 32-page
center section of this book will guide you through this process. And questions in the closing
section of the group agenda will prompt your group to act upon the mission challenge to “give
birth” to a new small group.

Put these three components together, and you have a journey in Christian discipleship well
worth the effort. Enjoy God’s Word! Enjoy genuine Christian community! Enjoy dreaming
about your mission!
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1. What stage in the life cycle of a small group is this course designed
for?

Turn to the first page of the center section of this book. There you
will see that this 301 course is designed for the third stage of a
small group. In the Serendipity “Game Plan” for the multiplication
of small groups, your group is in the Release Stage.

2. What are the goals of a 301 study course?

As shown on the second page of the center section (page M2), the
focus in this third stage is heavy on Bible Study and Mission.

3. What is the approach to Bible Study in this course?

This course involves two types of Bible Study. The “homework”
assignment fosters growth in personal Bible Study skills and in per-
sonal spiritual growth. The group study gives everyone a chance to
share their learning and together take it to a deeper level.

4. What does the homework involve?

There are three parts to each assignment: (1) READ—to get the
“bird’s-eye view” of the passage and record your first impressions;
(2) SEARCH—to get the “worm’s-eye view” by digging into the
passage verse-by-verse with specific questions; and (3) APPLY—
to ask yourself, after studying the passage, “What am I going to do
about it?”
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STAYING
ON TRACK

GROUP
BUILDING

5. What if you don’t know very much about the Bible?

No problem. The homework assignment is designed to lead you
step-by-step in your study. And there are study notes in each unit
to give you help with key words, concepts and difficult passages.

6. What is the agenda for the group meetings?

The completed homework assignment becomes the basis for the
group sharing. (However, those who don’t do the homework should
definitely be encouraged to come to the meeting anyway.) During
the meeting the group will be guided to share on three levels: (1)
TO BEGIN; (2) TO GO DEEPER; and (3) TO CLOSE.

7. How can the group get through all the material?

Following the recommended time limits for each of the three sec-
tions will help keep you on track. Since you may not be able to
answer all the questions with the time you have, you may need to
skip some of them. Also, if you have more than seven people at a
meeting, use the “Fearless Foursomes” described below for the
Bible Study.

8. How does this course develop Group Building?

Although this series is Serendipity’s deepest Bible Study curricu-
lum, Group Building is still essential. The group will continue
“checking in” with each other and will challenge each other to grow
in Christian discipleship. Working together on the group’s mission
should also be a very positive group-building process.

THE FEARLESS FOURSOME!

If you have more than seven people at a meeting, Serendipity rec-
ommends you divide into groups of 4 for the Bible Study. Count off
around the group: “one, two, one, two, etc.”—and have the “ones”
move quickly to another room for the Bible Study. Ask one person
to be the leader and follow the directions for the Bible Study time.
After 30 minutes, the Group Leader will call “Time” and ask all
groups to come together for the Caring Time.
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MISSION /
MULTIPLICATION

LEADERSHIP
TRAINING

GROUP
COVENANT

GROUND
RULES

9. What is the mission of a 301 group?

Page M3 of the center section summarizes the mission of groups
using this course: to commission a team from your group to start a
new group. The center section will lead your group in doing this.

10. How do we incorporate this mission into the course?

Page M5 of the center section gives an overview of the six steps in
this process. You can either add this leadership training to the ses-
sions a little bit at a time or in a couple of separate sessions.

11. What is a group covenant?

A group covenant is a “contract” that spells out your expectations
and the ground rules for your group. It’s very important that your
group discuss these issues—preferably as part of the first session
(also see page M32 in the center section).

12. What are the ground rules for the group? (Check those that you
agree upon.)

❒ PRIORITY: While you are in the course, you give the group
meetings priority.

❒ PARTICIPATION: Everyone participates and no one dominates.

❒ RESPECT: Everyone is given the right to their own opinion and
all questions are encouraged and respected.

❒ CONFIDENTIALITY: Anything that is said in the meeting is never
repeated outside the meeting.

❒ EMPTY CHAIR: The group stays open to new people at every
meeting as long as they understand the ground rules.

❒ SUPPORT: Permission is given to call upon each other in time of
need—even in the middle of the night.

❒ ADVICE GIVING: Unsolicited advice is not allowed.

❒ MISSION: We agree to do everything in our power to start a new
group as our mission (see center section).
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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK OF JAMES
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By comparison with other New Testament books,
James is an oddity. Stylistically, it is quite differ-
ent. The way it is written is more akin to the book
of Proverbs than to the epistles of Paul, much
less to any of the Gospels. But even more than
its style, the content of James sets it apart. In
many ways, what is unique about James is not
what it says, but what it does not say. James
does not talk about most of the themes we have
come to expect in the New Testament. Instead,
James sets out in its own direction.

So, in James you will find no mention of the
Holy Spirit and no reference to the redemptive
work of Christ nor even to his resurrection. In
fact, there are only two references to the name
Jesus Christ (1:1 and 2:1). Furthermore, when
examples are given, they are drawn from the
lives of Old Testament prophets, not from the
experience of Jesus. The title “Lord” does appear
11 times but generally it refers to God and not to
Jesus. Indeed, it is God the Father who is the
focus in the book of James.

For this reason, Martin Luther wrote that:

St. John’s Gospel and his first epistle, St.
Paul’s epistles, especially Romans, Galatians
and Ephesians, and St. Peter’s first epistle
are the books that show Christ and teach you
all that is necessary and salvatory for you to
know, even if you were never to see or hear
any other book or doctrine. Therefore St.
James’ epistle is really an epistle of straw,
compared to these others, for it has nothing
of the nature of the gospel about it.

But Luther notwithstanding, James is clearly
a Christian piece of writing, full of wisdom, solid-
ly based on the teachings of Jesus, and a gen-
uine product of first-century Christianity. To be
sure, it is not as directly theological as many
other New Testament epistles, but then James’
concern is not doctrine (which he seems to
assume). Rather, it is ethics—how the Christian
faith is to be lived out on a day-by-day basis. As
Johann Gottfried Herder wrote, “If the Epistle is
‘of straw,’ then there is within that straw a very
hearty, firm, nourishing ... grain.”

Authorship
In the New Testament there are apparently four
men by the name of James, but only two who
conceivably might have written this epistle—
either James the apostle or James the Just, the
half-brother of Jesus. Since it is almost certain
that James the apostle (the son of Zebedee) was
killed by Herod in A.D. 44 (before the epistle
could have been written), traditionally the author
has been assumed to be James, the leader of
the church in Jerusalem and the brother of Jesus
(Mark 6:3).

James’ relationship to Jesus is not totally
clear, however, apart from the fact that they are
closely related. Some maintain that they were
cousins (the New Testament word for “brother” is
looser in meaning than the modern equivalent).
Robert Gundry thinks James might have been ...

... an older stepbrother of Jesus by a (conjec-
tural) marriage of Joseph previous to his mar-
riage to Mary. The latter view, which excludes
any blood relationship to Jesus, might better
explain the failure of Jesus’ brother to believe
in Him during His lifetime (Mark 3:21, John
7:2–8); and a lack of concern for Mary
because she was only their stepmother might
also explain why Jesus from the cross, com-
mitted His mother to the apostle John (John
19:25–27). But the reason may have been
that Mary’s discipleship alienated her from
her other children, who still did not believe in
Jesus (A Survey of the New Testament,
Robert H. Gundry, p. 324).

James and Jesus
If James, the author of this epistle, is really the
brother of Jesus, why then doesn’t he ever quote
Jesus? This question has puzzled many people
including the Latin Father, Jerome, and the
church historian, Eusebius, both of whom com-
ment on the fact that for this reason not everyone
accepts this epistle as having been written by our
Lord’s brother.

But the problem is more apparent than real.
In fact, James does quote Jesus once (5:12),
even though he does not identify Jesus as the
source of this statement. Furthermore, James
alludes to Jesus’ teaching regularly—“some 35
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times in the epistle, or once every three verses
(e.g., 2:5 and Matt. 5:3,5; 2:6 and Luke 18:3; 2:8
and Matt. 22:39–40)” (Davids, GNC).

We tend to miss the close connection
between James and Jesus because we expect
to find exact quotations taken from one of the
written Gospels. But the early church did not
have the written Gospels for the first 30 years of
its existence. Their’s was an oral tradition. In
Hebrew school, even small children memorized
large portions of the Old Testament—word for
word. The whole educational system was based
on memorization and so these Jewish Christians
would have memorized the sayings of Jesus.
They did not need a written text to know the
words of Jesus. Thus, all James has to do is to
allude to a saying of Jesus and his readers would
catch the reference and remember the full state-
ment by the Lord.

When we compare the book of James to the
teachings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount
(Matt. 5–7) and in the Sermon on the Plain (Luke
6), we begin to see how close the two are. We
may look for quotations, but James gives us the
very essence and spirit of his brother’s teaching.

Style
Though written in epistle form, James seems
more akin to Old Testament wisdom literature
(like Proverbs) than to other New Testament let-
ters. At first glance, it appears to be loosely struc-
tured and rambling in style. James seems to
jump from one idea to another without any over-
all plan—except, perhaps, that of providing a
manual of Christian conduct. A more detailed
analysis reveals that the book of James is more
like a sermon than anything else. It shares many
characteristics of the sermonic style of both
Greek philosophers and Jewish rabbis.

As in Greek sermons and synagogue homi-
lies, James carries on a conversation with a
hypothetical opponent (2:18–26; 5:13–16);
switches subjects by means of a question (2:14;
4:1); uses a lot of commands (60 of the 108 vers-
es in James are imperatives); relies on vivid
images from everyday life (3:3–6; 5:7); illustrates
points by reference to famous people (2:21–23,
25; 5:11,17); uses vivid antitheses in which the
right way is set alongside the wrong way

(2:13,26); begins the sermon with a striking para-
dox that captures the hearers’ attention (1:2
“consider it pure joy ... whenever you face tri-
als”!); is quite stern at points (2:20; 4:4); and
clinches a point by means of a quotation
(1:11,17; 4:6; 5:11,20) (Ropes and Barclay). It
should be noted, as William Barclay writes:

The main aim of these ancient preachers, it
must be remembered, was not to investigate
new truth; it was to awaken sinners to the
error of their ways, and to compel them to see
truths which they knew but deliberately
neglected or had forgotten (The Letters of
James and Peter, pp. 33–34).

The best guess is that underlying the epistle
of James are a series of sermons—preached by
James—which were later edited into a “literary
letter.” A “literary letter” is written to be published
rather than mailed to actual recipients (as were
Paul’s letters).

Outline
It was once thought that the epistle of James was
a series of disconnected statements on the gen-
eral theme of Christian conduct. The book was
understood to consist of a number of moral truths
and exhortations strung together like pearls on a
string; each statement beautiful and complete in
itself.

In recent years, however, scholars have
shown that “James is far from a random collec-
tion of thoughts and sayings, but is a carefully
constructed work” (Davids, NIGTC).

Specifically, it consists of an opening state-
ment in which the three themes of the letter are
stated twice (1:2–27). Then these three themes
are explored in detail (2:1–5:6). The letter closes
in the usual fashion (5:7–20). An outline of the
books looks like this:

1. Greetings (1:1)
2. Introduction of Themes (1:2–27)

A. First Statement: Testing, Wisdom, Wealth
(1:2–11)

B. Second Statement: Testing, Speech,
Generosity (1:12–27)

3. Theme 1: Poverty and Generosity (2:1–26)
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4. Theme 2: Wisdom and Speech (3:1–4:12)
5. Theme 3: Testing and Wealth (4:13–5:6)
6. Closing (5:7–20)*

*This outline follows the work of Peter Davids
(NIGTC).

Notice that the first statement of the theme in
1:2–11 is not only recapitulated in the second
statement of the theme (1:12–27), but expanded
upon. Wisdom is now dealt with in terms of
speech, and the issue of wealth becomes the
question of generosity. Notice, too, that these
three themes are approached in reverse order in
the body of the text. In other words, far from a
random collection of ideas, this is a carefully
crafted piece of work.

Background
James draws his language, images and ideas
from three worlds: early Christianity, Judaism
and Greek culture. From Christianity he uses
the language of eschatology (e.g., 5:7–9), com-
mon patterns of Christian ethical instructions
which parallel those of 1 Peter (1:2–4,21;
4:7–10) and echo the teachings of Jesus (e.g.,
1:5,17; 2:5,8,19; 4:3; 5:12). From Judaism, he
draws his insistence on the unity of God, his
concern for keeping the Law, and his quotations
from Jewish Scriptures (2:8,11,21–25; 4:6;
5:11,17–18) along with the use of certain Jewish
terms (e.g., hell is referred to as Gehenna in
3:6). From the Greek world—“the shared culture
of the eastern Mediterranean area within the
Roman Empire that resulted from the conquests
of Alexander the Great” (Laws, The Epistle of
James, p. 5)—he drew the language for the
epistle (which he uses with remarkable skill),
the source of his Old Testament quotes (he
uses the Septuagint, the Greek Old Testament,
not the Hebrew version of the Old Testament),
Greek forms of composition, and metaphors
drawn from the Greek and Latin sources (e.g.,
the horse and the ship in 3:3–4).

Special Concerns
While James clearly stands in the tradition of
other Christian writers, he has some special con-
cerns. The relationship between rich and poor is
raised at various points (1:9–11; 2:1–7; 5:1–6)—

an issue of special significance to modern
Western culture. He is also concerned about the
use and abuse of speech (1:19,26; 2:12; 3:3–12;
5:12). He gives instruction on a special kind of
speech—prayer (1:5–8; 4:2–3; 5:13–18). And he
insists that endurance comes via testing
(1:2–4,12–18; 5:7–11). Above all, he is con-
cerned with ethical behavior. How believers act,
he says, has eschatological significance—our
future reward or punishment depends on it. In
this regard, James bemoans the inconsistency of
human behavior (1:6–8,22–24; 2:14–17; 4:1,3).
Human beings are “double-minded” (1:8; 4:8), in
sharp contrast to God who is one (2:19).

James has been taken by some (incorrectly)
to be writing in reaction to Paul’s doctrine of jus-
tification by faith (e.g., 2:14–26). In fact, if James
had Paul in mind at all, he is addressing himself
to those who had perverted Paul’s message—
insisting that it doesn’t matter what you do as
long as you have faith. James responds by
asserting that works are the outward evidence to
others of a claim to inner faith. In contrast, Paul
is concerned with our standing before God. As is
evident from Romans 12, Paul would certainly
agree with James that faith in Christ has direct
implications for how we live.

Destination
James, along with 1 and 2 Peter, John’s three
epistles and Jude, is one of the Catholic (or
General) Epistles, so-called because it has no
single destination. Thus it is not clear to whom
James is addressing his comments. At first
glance, it would appear that he is writing to
Jewish Christians dispersed around the Greek
world— “to the twelve tribes scattered among the
nations” (1:1). But since Peter uses the same
sort of inscription (1 Peter 1:1–2) and is clearly
referring to Gentile Christians who consider
themselves the New Israel, we are not sure for
whom the book of James was intended. While
the destination of the letter is unclear, the situa-
tion which sparked it is clear. The issues
explained and discussed in the epistle fit what is
known of the church in Jerusalem prior to its dis-
persion in A.D. 66.

10



All original text property of Serendipity House, Inc. All rights reserved.
Copyright Serendipity House, Inc., 2000. Please do not duplicate
without permission from Serendipity House, Inc.

11

Date
It is difficult to date the book of James. Some
would place it very early, around A.D. 45, making
it the first New Testament book. Others would
date it quite late. However, the evidence seems
to point increasingly to an early date. The ser-
mons which are thought to underline this book
would, of necessity, have been preached prior to
James’ death in A.D. 62. Furthermore, the seem-
ing conflict with Paul’s teaching—based on a
misunderstanding of what Paul actually said—
would have been resolved by A.D. 49 when Paul
visited James in Jerusalem. So it seems that the
oral part of the book, at least, dates from the mid-
dle to late 40s—some 12 to 15 years after the
founding of the church.

Further Study

1. Read through James in one sitting. What
characterizes his writing style? What con-
cerns does James have? Check your conclu-
sions with the previous material in this
Introduction.

2. Compare the style of the book of James to
that found in the letter written by the Council
of Jerusalem in Acts 15:23–29.

3. Read through the Sermon on the Mount
(Matt. 5–7), noting similarities to the book of
James.

James: A Book for Sinners Like Us
Within the body of the New Testament, James is
an unusual book with its almost total lack of “the-
ology” (the theology is there but it’s implicit) and
its singleminded focus on behavior. Because of
its special focus, we ought to pay the utmost
attention to it, since it offers to us a rather pene-
trating glimpse both into the complexity of the
human heart and the unpredictable nature of
human behavior.

But James is not always easy to read. It can
sound just like a series of moral platitudes—
interesting, good for “other people,” but not terri-
bly gripping. However, there is a moment when
James comes alive for us in a rather special
way—when we are confronted with the experi-
ence of personal inadequacy, when we’ve acted
inappropriately, when we’ve been the cause of
problems or tensions, when our actions have
been out of line. Without a sense of personal fail-
ure, it is all too easy to stand aloof from James’
concerns: “I’m not like that. I’d never do that.” But
when we’ve “done that”—James provides for us
both insight into the reasons for our failure and
helpful (though not always easy) insights into
what we should have done. At times like this,
James is just the guide we need. At times like
this, we gain invaluable insight into ourselves
and learn yet another pointed lesson about what
it means to follow Jesus. Without the book of
James in the New Testament, we might never
have gotten the point or learned the lesson.
James is, indeed, a book for “sinners”—a book
for us.
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READ

Two readings of the passage are suggested—each with a response to be checked or filled in on the
worksheet.

First Reading / First Impressions: To get familiar with the passage, read the passage through with-
out stopping and record your “first impressions.”

Read chapter one and check the box that comes the closest to the way the passage sounds to you.
❒ syndicated column / Ann Landers ❒ seminary professor ❒ boot camp Marine sergeant
❒ locker-room pep talk ❒ sourpuss / killjoy ❒ marriage counselor

Second Reading / Big Idea: To get the overall idea, thought or “gist” of the passage, read the passage
slowly as though you are seeing the action from the press box—high above the stadium.

Read the first chapter again and check the box that best describes the “big idea” in the first chapter.
❒ I’m writing because I’m concerned for you. ❒ Tough times don’t last but tough people do.
❒ Get your act together. ❒ Be good to yourself.
❒ Shape up or ship out. ❒ You ought to be ashamed of yourself.
❒ Every day with Jesus is sweeter than the day before.
❒ You only go around once in life, so reach for the gusto.

SEARCH
1. What is the situation when we first encounter James in the New Testament (Acts 15)?

2. How would you assess the character and concerns of James by the little you discover in this pas-
sage (Acts 15, especially verses 13–29)?

3. What do you suppose was the position of James in the church in Jerusalem and the early church in
general (Acts 21:17–19; see also the note on “James” on page 14)?

1 James, a servant of God and of the Lord
Jesus Christ, 

To the twelve tribes scattered among the
nations:

Greetings.

UNIT 1—Background to the Letter / James 1:1

12
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4. How does James describe himself (James 1:1; see note)?

5. Who was this letter addressed to (v. 1; see notes)?

6. From a quick reading of the first chapter, how would you describe James’ letter-writing style (see
“Style” in the Introduction)?

7. From a quick scanning of the captions in the book of James, how would you describe his major con-
cerns (see “Special Concerns” in the Introduction)?

APPLY
1. As you begin this course, what are some goals you would like to work on? Check one or two from

the list below and add another if you wish.
❒ to get to know God in a more personal way
❒ to understand what I believe as a Christian and where I stand on issues
❒ to develop my skills in Bible study and personal devotions
❒ to belong to a small group that will support me in my growth
❒ to think through my values and priorities in light of God’s will
❒ to wrestle with the next step in my spiritual journey with others who care

2. What are you willing to commit to in the way of disciplines during the time you are in this course?
❒ to complete the Bible study home assignment before the group meets
❒ to attend the group meetings except in cases of emergency
❒ to share in leading the group—taking my turn in rotation
❒ to keep confidential anything that is shared in the group
❒ to reach out to others who are not in a group and invite them to join us
❒ to participate in the group’s mission of “giving birth” to a new group (see center section)
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Every group meeting has three parts: (1) To Begin
(10–15 minutes) to break the ice; (2) To Go Deeper
(30 minutes) for Bible Study; and (3) To Close
(15–30 minutes) for caring and prayer. When you get
to the second part, have someone read the Scripture
out loud and then divide into groups of 4 (4 at the
dining table, 4 at the kitchen table, etc.). Then have
everyone come back together for the third part.

TO BEGIN / 10–15 Min. (Choose 1 or 2)
1. When you were young, what adult most often

gave you advice about growing up? How did you
feel when that person wanted to talk with you?

2. What is one piece of wisdom that this person
gave you that you still recall?

3. As you look back on “the good old days” in your
life, were they more likely to be the hard times or
the easy times?

TO GO DEEPER / 30 Min. (Choose 2 or 3)
1. From what you remember about the book of

James and from your study in the “homework,”
how would you compare James to the apostle
Paul?

2. What does the fact that there is so little doctrinal
teaching in this letter say to you?

3. Why do you think James was so concerned
about the things he wrote about in this book?

4. Did your decision to follow Christ have more to
do with the example of Christian lives around
you or a study of Christian beliefs?

5. CASE STUDY: Hard times have fallen on your
community. Many of your friends are out of work,
and some of the “rich” people in the church are
“hoarding” their money. You just learned that
your closest friends have lost their house and
business. They are very discouraged. How
would you handle this?

TO CLOSE / 15–30 Min.
1. How do you feel about seeing yourself as a “ser-

vant” (actually a “slave”) of the Lord Jesus Christ?

2. What did you check in the first question in
APPLY concerning the goals you would like to
work on during this course?

3. What disciplines are you willing to commit to
(second question in APPLY)?

4. How would you like this group to pray for you?

Summary. James begins his letter in the same way
most Greek letters began—by naming the sender
and the recipient and then by offering a greeting.
This is a letter from James the brother of Jesus (he
is so well-known that he does not need further iden-
tification) to Jewish Christians living outside the
region of Palestine.

1:1 James. “James” is the Greek version of the
common Hebrew name “Jacob.” As discussed in the
“Authorship” section of the Introduction, this James
is assumed to be the brother of Jesus who was
known in the early church as “James the Just.” The
pilgrimage of James to faith is fascinating. At first,
the family of Jesus, presumably including James,
was hostile to Jesus’ ministry (John 7:5) and, in fact,
tried to stop it at one point (Mark 3:21). Yet following
Jesus’ ascension, Jesus’ mother and brothers are
listed among the early believers (Acts 1:14). For
James, this coming to faith may have resulted from
Jesus’ postresurrection appearances to him (1 Cor.
15:7). In any case, James emerges as the leader of
the church in Jerusalem. It is to James that Peter
reports after his miraculous escape from Herod’s
prison (Acts 12:17). It is James who presides over
the first Jerusalem Council, in which the important
question is decided on whether to admit Gentiles to
the church (Acts 15, esp. vv. 13–21). James is con-
sulted by Paul during Paul’s first trip to Jerusalem
after his conversion (Gal. 1:19). Later, James joins
in the official recognition of Paul’s call as the Apostle
to the Gentiles (Gal. 2:8–10). It is to James that Paul
brings the collection for the poor (Acts 21:17–19).
We also know that James was a strict Jew, adher-
ing to Mosaic Law (Gal. 2:12). Yet he did back
Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles (Acts 21:17–26),
unlike the Judaizers. Extrabiblical accounts tell us
that James was martyred in A.D. 62. The high priest
Annas the Younger seized James, who was then
condemned and stoned to death. A few years later,
in A.D. 66, the church in Jerusalem which James
headed itself came to an end. Fearing the
approaching Roman armies, the church members
fled to Pella in the Transjordan and never returned
to Jerusalem.

a servant. James is so well-known that he needs no
further designation. In fact, in the letter of Jude this
wide recognition of James is used by the author to
identify himself: “Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ
and a brother of James.” (In contrast, it is often nec-
essary for Paul to identify himself as an apostle,
thereby asserting his apostolic authority in the mat-
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ters about which he is writing. See, for example,
Romans 1:1 and 1 Corinthians 1:1). James’ modest
designation of himself as “a servant” instead of
“Bishop of Jerusalem” or “the brother of Jesus” is
probably a reflection of his genuine humility. Here
he identifies Jesus as the “Lord” (master), so there-
fore the appropriate relationship of all others to
Jesus is as servants (literally “slaves”).

the twelve tribes. This is a term used in the Old
Testament to refer to the nation of Israel, even after
10 of the 12 tribes were lost and never reconstitut-
ed following Israel’s captivity by the Assyrians. In
the New Testament, it came to be associated with
the Christian church. Christians saw themselves as
the new Israel (Rom. 4; 9:24–26; Phil. 3:3; 1 Peter
2:9–10).

scattered. The word is, literally, diaspora and was
used by Jews to refer to those of their number living
outside Palestine in the Gentile world. Here it prob-
ably refers to those Jewish Christians living outside
Palestine (see 1 Peter 1:1).

COMMENTS
The Martyrdom of James “The Lord’s Brother”
An Account of Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea

When Paul appealed to Caesar and was sent to
Rome by Festus, the Jews were disappointed of the
hope in which they had devised their plot against
him and turned their attention to James the Lord’s
brother, who had been elected by the apostles to
the episcopal throne at Jerusalem. This is the crime
that they committed against him. They brought him
into their midst and in the presence of the whole
populace demanded a denial of his belief in Christ.
But when, contrary to all expectation, he spoke as
he liked and showed undreamt-of fearlessness in
the face of the enormous throng, declaring that our

Savior and Lord, Jesus, was the Son of God, they
could not endure his testimony any longer, since he
was universally regarded as the most righteous of
men because of the heights of philosophy and reli-
gion which he scaled in his life. So they killed him,
seizing the opportunity for getting their own way
provided by the absence of a government, for at that
very time Festus had died in Judaea, leaving the
province without governor or procurator. How
James died has already been shown by the words
quoted from Clement, who tells us that he was
thrown from the parapet and clubbed to death. But
the most detailed account of him is given by
Hegesippus, who belonged to the first generation
after the apostles. In his fifth book, he writes:

Control of the Church passed to the apostles,
together with the Lord’s brother James, whom
everyone from the Lord’s time till our own has
called the Righteous, for there were many
Jameses, but this one was holy from his birth; he
drank no wine or intoxicating liquor and ate no
animal food; no razor came near his head; he
did not smear himself with oil, and took no baths.
He alone was permitted to enter the Holy Place,
for his garments were not of wool but linen. He
used to enter the Sanctuary alone, and was
often found on his knees beseeching forgive-
ness for the people, so that his knees grew hard
like a camel’s from his continually bending them
to worship of God and beseeching forgiveness
for the people. Because of his unsurpassable
righteousness he was called the Righteous and
Oblias—in our language “Bulwark of the People,
and Righteousness”—fulfilling the declarations
of the prophets regarding him. 

This account is taken from Eusebius’ An
Ecclesiastical History (2:23), written around A.D.
325, from a translation by G.A. Williamson (Penguin
Books), pp. 99–103.
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