


You might not know it, but James’ letter is one of the more controversial books in the
Bible. In fact, it’s such a hot potato that several key Christians throughout history have
even challenged its right to be in the Bible! Martin Luther, the hugely influential 16th
Century reformer who spearheaded the beginnings of the Protestant church, called
the book ‘a right epistle of straw’. He didn’t think that it should have the same sort of
weight and attention as, for example, the letters of Paul. Why?

Well, it’s because at first glance it seems that James (possibly the brother of Jesus)
might be undermining the Bible’s crucial emphasis on the truth that salvation is only
through faith in Christ. Jesus died on the cross and rose again, so that we might be for-
given and have a fantastic future in his Kingdom if we have faith in him. It is all about
what Jesus has done, rather than what we have to do! So, in Paul’s letter to the Ephe-
sians, he writes, ‘For it is by grace you have been saved through faith – and this not
for yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works’ (Ephesians 2:8-9).

However, James apparently writes something very different in chapter 2 of his letter,
‘You see a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone’ (James 2:24). So,
is the book of James really that different from the rest of the New Testament? Is he
really contradicting the rest of the Bible’s teaching about salvation? Well, in a word,
no! Let me explain…

> WHY SHOULD WE STUDY JAMES?
The closer you look at the book of James, the more you realise that James is really say-
ing something very profound about our Christian lives. What he has to say is some-
thing that Paul and the rest of the Bible would certainly agree with! James is basically
laying down a core foundation that being a follower of Jesus Christ always results in a
changed life, that is different from the world around. If you think you are a Christian
and yet there is no change in your life, then perhaps your faith is really not faith at all.
In other words, true Christian faith always results in a changed life. So, Paul and James
are basically defending the same ground but from different perspectives we cannot
earn our salvation it is by faith alone in the death of Jesus Christ (Paul) and this faith
will always result in a changed life (James).

James emphasises this in several areas of life. From perseverance to poverty, actions
to attitudes, prayer to pride, and suffering to speech. And for those of us in the 21st
Century who want to be wholehearted disciples of Jesus, we would therefore do well
to pay careful attention to his words, and then change where change is needed!














