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Be Doers of the Word

 While Paul traveled around preaching and teaching, others 
were also spreading the good news of God in Jesus Christ, 

starting churches and encouraging other believers. Belief in Jesus 
spread to the Jews in the Diaspora, those living outside of Palestine, 
as well as to Gentiles in those wider areas. Many of those early 
Christian leaders also wrote letters, just as Paul did. One author, 
known as James, wrote passionately about what following Jesus 
looked like, lived out in real life, in ways both large and small. 

James, a servant of God and of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes in the 
Dispersion: Greetings.

My brothers and sisters, whenever you 
face trials of any kind, consider it nothing 
but joy, because you know that the testing 
of your faith produces endurance; and  
let endurance have its full effect, so that 
you may be mature and complete, lacking 
in nothing. 

POINT OF INTEREST
 Some people believe that 
the author of James was 

James, the brother of Jesus, 
mentioned in Galatians 1:19 

and Acts 15:13 and who 
became a leader in the church 
in Jerusalem. But it may have 

been written by a later student 
or follower of James who used 
James’s name to give authority 

to his teaching.
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not produce God’s righteousness. Therefore rid yourselves of 
all sordidness and rank growth of wickedness, and welcome 
with meekness the implanted word that has the power to save  
your souls. 

But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive 
themselves. For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, 
they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; for they 
look at themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what 
they were like. But those who look into the perfect law, the law 
of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers 
who act—they will be blessed in their doing. 

If any think they are religious, and do not bridle their tongues 
but deceive their hearts, their religion is worthless. Religion that 
is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care 
for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself 
unstained by the world.

My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism 
really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ? For if a person 
with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, 
and if a poor person in dirty clothes also comes in, and if you 
take notice of the one wearing the fine clothes and say, “Have a 
seat here, please,” while to the one who is poor you say, “Stand 
there,” or, “Sit at my feet,” have you not made distinctions 
among yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts? 
Listen, my beloved brothers and sisters. Has not God chosen 
the poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs of 
the kingdom that he has promised to those who love him? But 
you have dishonored the poor. Is it not the rich who oppress 
you? Is it not they who drag you into court? Is it not they who 
blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked over you?

You do well if you really fulfill the royal law according to the 
scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” But if you 
show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted by the law 
as transgressors. For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in 

If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to all 
generously and ungrudgingly, and it will be given you. But ask 

in faith, never doubting, for the one who 
doubts is like a wave of the sea, driven and 
tossed by the wind; for the doubter, being 
double-minded and unstable in every 
way, must not expect to receive anything 
from the Lord. 

Let the believer who is lowly boast in being 
raised up, and the rich in being brought 
low, because the rich will disappear like a 
flower in the field. For the sun rises with 
its scorching heat and withers the field; its 
flower falls, and its beauty perishes. It is 
the same way with the rich; in the midst 
of a busy life, they will wither away. 

Blessed is anyone who endures temptation. 
Such a one has stood the test and will 
receive the crown of life that the Lord has 
promised to those who love him. No one, 

when tempted, should say, “I am being tempted by God”; for 
God cannot be tempted by evil and he himself tempts no one. 
But one is tempted by one’s own desire, being lured and enticed 
by it; then, when that desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin, 
and that sin, when it is fully grown, gives birth to death. Do not 
be deceived, my beloved. 

Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from 
above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom 
there is no variation or shadow due to change. In fulfillment of 
his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so that 
we would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures.

You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick 
to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger; for your anger does 

SCENIC VIEW
The letters of the Bible are 

also called “epistles.” Most of 
the epistles are named after 

the people who were credited 
with writing them: James, 

Peter, John, and Jude. Others 
are named after the people 

to whom they are addressed: 
Hebrews, Philemon, and 
Thessalonians. We often 

don’t know much about the 
authors of these letters or the 

circumstances surrounding 
them, but they teach us about 

the issues early Christian 
communities were facing; they 

also speak to us of how God 
calls us to live and act today.
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Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers and 
sisters, for you know that we who teach will be judged with 
greater strictness. For all of us make many mistakes. Anyone 
who makes no mistakes in speaking is perfect, able to keep 
the whole body in check with a bridle. If we put bits into the 
mouths of horses to make them obey us, we guide their whole 
bodies. Or look at ships: though they are so large that it takes 
strong winds to drive them, yet they are guided by a very small 
rudder wherever the will of the pilot directs. So also the tongue 
is a small member, yet it boasts of great exploits. 

How great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire! And the tongue 
is a fire. The tongue is placed among our members as a world 
of iniquity; it stains the whole body, sets on fire the cycle of 
nature, and is itself set on fire by hell. For every species of beast 
and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has 
been tamed by the human species, but 
no one can tame the tongue—a restless 
evil, full of deadly poison. With it we 
bless the Lord and Father, and with it we 
curse those who are made in the likeness 
of God. From the same mouth come 
blessing and cursing. My brothers and 
sisters, this ought not to be so. Does a 
spring pour forth from the same opening 
both fresh and brackish water? Can a fig tree, my brothers and  
sisters, yield olives, or a grapevine figs? No more can salt water 
yield fresh.

Who is wise and understanding among you? Show by your good 
life that your works are done with gentleness born of wisdom. 
But if you have bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, 
do not be boastful and false to the truth. Such wisdom does 
not come down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish. 
For where there is envy and selfish ambition, there will also be 
disorder and wickedness of every kind. But the wisdom from 

YOU ARE HERE
James has a lot to say, not only 
about our works but also about 
our words. He urges Christians 
to show forth Christ’s love in 
both action and in speech. 

How can you show forth God’s 
love in words, as well as deeds?

one point has become accountable for all of it. For the one 
who said, “You shall not commit adultery,” also said, “You shall 
not murder.” Now if you do not commit adultery but if you 
murder, you have become a transgressor of the law. So speak 
and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of liberty. 
For judgment will be without mercy to anyone who has shown 
no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment.

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have 
faith but do not have works? Can faith save you? If a brother 
or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to 

them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat 
your fill,” and yet you do not supply their 
bodily needs, what is the good of that? So 
faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. 
But someone will say, “You have faith and 
I have works.” Show me your faith apart 
from your works, and I by my works will 
show you my faith. You believe that God 
is one; you do well. Even the demons 
believe—and shudder. Do you want to 
be shown, you senseless person, that faith 
apart from works is barren? Was not our 
ancestor Abraham justified by works 
when he offered his son Isaac on the 
altar? You see that faith was active along 
with his works, and faith was brought 
to completion by the works. Thus the 
scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham 
believed God, and it was reckoned to 

him as righteousness,” and he was called the friend of God. 
You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith 
alone. Likewise, was not Rahab the prostitute also justified by 
works when she welcomed the messengers and sent them out by 
another road? For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so 
faith without works is also dead.

SCENIC VIEW
James focuses on the need for 

our faith to be expressed in 
works, so that what we believe 
should be seen in what we do. 

Martin Luther, a theologian 
and reformer, did not like the 

book of James and called it 
the “Epistle of Straw.” Luther 

preferred Paul’s understanding 
that one is saved by faith 

alone, and no amount of work 
is needed to earn God’s love 

and redemption. The tension 
between faith and works 

would be a key issue of the 
Protestant Reformation during 

the sixteenth century.
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a little while and then vanishes. Instead you ought to say, “If 
the Lord wishes, we will live and do this or that.” As it is, you 
boast in your arrogance; all such boasting is evil. Anyone, then, 
who knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, commits sin.

Come now, you rich people, weep and wail for the miseries 
that are coming to you. Your riches have 
rotted, and your clothes are moth-eaten. 
Your gold and silver have rusted, and their 
rust will be evidence against you, and it 
will eat your flesh like fire. You have laid 
up treasure for the last days. Listen! The 
wages of the laborers who mowed your 
fields, which you kept back by fraud, cry 
out, and the cries of the harvesters have 
reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. You have lived on the 
earth in luxury and in pleasure; you have fattened your hearts 
in a day of slaughter. You have condemned and murdered the 
righteous one, who does not resist you. 

Be patient, therefore, beloved, until the coming of the Lord. 
The farmer waits for the precious crop from the earth, being 
patient with it until it receives the early and the late rains. You 
also must be patient. Strengthen your hearts, for the coming of 
the Lord is near. Beloved, do not grumble against one another, 
so that you may not be judged. See, the Judge is standing at the 
doors! As an example of suffering and patience, beloved, take 
the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. Indeed we call 
blessed those who showed endurance. You have heard of the 
endurance of Job, and you have seen the purpose of the Lord, 
how the Lord is compassionate and merciful.

Above all, my beloved, do not swear, either by heaven or by 
earth or by any other oath, but let your “Yes” be yes and your 
“No” be no, so that you may not fall under condemnation. Are 
any among you suffering? They should pray. Are any cheerful? 
They should sing songs of praise. Are any among you sick? They 

TRAIL CROSSING
These words may sound harsh, 

but this fiery condemnation 
echoes both the words of the 

prophets and the words of 
Jesus. Compare this to  

Amos 6:4-7, Luke 6:24, or 
Matthew 6:19-21.

above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, 
full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of partiality or 
hypocrisy. And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for 
those who make peace.

Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come 
from? Do they not come from your cravings that are at war 
within you? You want something and do not have it; so you 
commit murder. And you covet something and cannot obtain 
it; so you engage in disputes and conflicts. You do not have, 
because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you 
ask wrongly, in order to spend what you get on your pleasures. 
Adulterers! Do you not know that friendship with the world is 
enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of 
the world becomes an enemy of God. Or do you suppose that 
it is for nothing that the scripture says, “God yearns jealously 
for the spirit that he has made to dwell in us”? But he gives all 
the more grace; therefore it says, “God opposes the proud, but 
gives grace to the humble.” Submit yourselves therefore to God. 
Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw near to God, 
and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, 
and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Lament and mourn 
and weep. Let your laughter be turned into mourning and your 
joy into dejection. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he 
will exalt you.

Do not speak evil against one another, brothers and sisters. 
Whoever speaks evil against another or judges another, speaks 
evil against the law and judges the law; but if you judge the law, 
you are not a doer of the law but a judge. There is one lawgiver 
and judge who is able to save and to destroy. So who, then, are 
you to judge your neighbor? 

Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to 
such and such a town and spend a year there, doing business 
and making money.” Yet you do not even know what tomorrow 
will bring. What is your life? For you are a mist that appears for 
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for his feet.” For by a single offering he has perfected for all time 
those who are sanctified. And the Holy Spirit also testifies to us, 
for after saying,

“This is the covenant that I will  
  make with them 
after those days, says the Lord:

I will put my laws in their hearts, 
and I will write them on  
  their minds,”

he also adds,

“I will remember their sins and  
  their lawless deeds  
  no more.”

Where there is forgiveness of these, there is no  
  longer any offering for sin.

A CALL TO PERSEVERE

 Therefore, my friends, since we have confidence to enter 
the sanctuary by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living 

way that he opened for us through the curtain (that is, through 
his flesh), and since we have a great priest over the house of 
God, let us approach with a true heart in full assurance of faith, 
with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our 
bodies washed with pure water. Let us hold fast to the confession 
of our hope without wavering, for he who has promised is 
faithful. And let us consider how to provoke one another to 
love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as is the 
habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as 
you see the Day approaching.

Like Paul and James, the author of the letter to the Hebrews wrote 
about faith, recounting the stories of faithful people through the 
ages and using them to both instruct and encourage faithful people 
in the present time. 

POINT OF INTEREST
The author of the Letter to  
the Hebrews does a lot of  

what Jesus himself did: He 
quotes sections from the 

Hebrew Bible and explains  
or shows them in a new  

light. These are references  
to Jeremiah 31:33 and  

Isaiah 43:25.

should call for the elders of the church and have them pray 
over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord. 
The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise 
them up; and anyone who has committed sins will be forgiven. 
Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one 
another, so that you may be healed. The prayer of the righteous 
is powerful and effective. Elijah was a human being like us, and 
he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years 
and six months it did not rain on the earth. Then he prayed 
again, and the heaven gave rain and the earth yielded its harvest. 

My brothers and sisters, if anyone among you wanders from 
the truth and is brought back by another, you should know 
that whoever brings back a sinner from wandering will save the 
sinner’s soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins.

While some Christian leaders, like the author of James, tended 
to focus on the everyday, nitty-gritty aspects of a lived Christian 
life, others wrestled with deeper theological issues: questions about 
how Jesus could be both God and man and ideas about how Jesus’ 
death and resurrection accomplished salvation. One leader of the 
church wrote “a word of exhortation,” a sermon, that beautifully 
and passionately explored some of those issues. The Letter to the 
Hebrews, as it came to be known, grappled with the idea of how 
Christ’s sacrifice was related to the sacrifices described in the Hebrew 
Bible and how Christ’s death on the cross saves us.

CHRIST’S SACRIFICE ONCE FOR ALL

 And it is by God’s will that we have been sanctified 
through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for 

all. And every priest stands day after day at his service, offering 
again and again the same sacrifices that can never take away 
sins. But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice 
for sins, “he sat down at the right hand of God,” and since then 
has been waiting “until his enemies would be made a footstool 
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only son, of whom he had been told, “It is through Isaac that 
descendants shall be named for you.” He considered the fact 
that God is able even to raise someone from the dead—and 
figuratively speaking, he did receive him back. By faith Isaac 
invoked blessings for the future on Jacob and Esau. By faith 
Jacob, when dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph, “bowing 
in worship over the top of his staff.” By faith Joseph, at the end 
of his life, made mention of the exodus of the Israelites and gave 
instructions about his burial.

THE FAITH OF MOSES

 By faith Moses was hidden by his parents for three 
months after his birth, because they saw that the child 

was beautiful; and they were not afraid of the king’s edict. By 
faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called a son 
of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to share ill-treatment 
with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of 
sin. He considered abuse suffered for the Christ to be greater 
wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking ahead 
to the reward. By faith he left Egypt, unafraid of the king’s 
anger; for he persevered as though he saw him who is invisible.  
By faith he kept the Passover and the sprinkling of blood, so 
that the destroyer of the firstborn would not touch the firstborn 
of Israel.

THE FAITH OF OTHER ISRAELITE HEROES

 By faith the people passed through the Red Sea as if it 
were dry land, but when the Egyptians attempted to do 

so they were drowned. By faith the walls of Jericho fell after they 
had been encircled for seven days. By faith Rahab the prostitute 
did not perish with those who were disobedient, because she 
had received the spies in peace.

And what more should I say? For time would fail me to tell 
of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel 

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction 
of things not seen. Indeed, by faith our ancestors received 
approval. By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared 
by the word of God, so that what is seen was made from things 
that are not visible.

THE EXAMPLES OF NOAH AND ABRAHAM

 By faith Noah, warned by God about events as yet 
unseen, respected the warning and built an ark to save 

his household; by this he condemned the world and became an 
heir to the righteousness that is in accordance with faith.

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a 
place that he was to receive as an inheritance; and he set out, 
not knowing where he was going. By faith he stayed for a time 
in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living 
in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of 
the same promise. For he looked forward to the city that has 
foundations, whose architect and builder is God. By faith he 
received power of procreation, even though he was too old—and 
Sarah herself was barren—because he considered him faithful 
who had promised. Therefore from one person, and this one as 
good as dead, descendants were born, “as many as the stars of 
heaven and as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.”

All of these died in faith without having received the promises, 
but from a distance they saw and greeted them. They confessed 
that they were strangers and foreigners on the earth, for people 
who speak in this way make it clear that they are seeking a 
homeland. If they had been thinking of the land that they had 
left behind, they would have had opportunity to return. But 
as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. 
Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; indeed, 
he has prepared a city for them.

By faith Abraham, when put to the test, offered up Isaac. 
He who had received the promises was ready to offer up his 
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was the sight that Moses said, “I tremble with fear.”) But you 
have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, 
the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal 
gathering, and to the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled 
in heaven, and to God the judge of all, and to the spirits of the 
righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new 
covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word 
than the blood of Abel.

Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot 
be shaken, let us give thanks, by which we offer to God an 
acceptable worship with reverence and awe; for indeed our God 
is a consuming fire.

Let mutual love continue. Do not neglect to show hospitality 
to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels 
without knowing it. Remember those who are in prison, as 
though you were in prison with them; those who are being 
tortured, as though you yourselves were being tortured. Let 
marriage be held in honor by all, and let the marriage bed be 
kept undefiled; for God will judge fornicators and adulterers. 
Keep your lives free from the love of money, and be content 
with what you have; for he has said, “I will never leave you or 
forsake you.” So we can say with confidence,

“The Lord is my helper; 
I will not be afraid.

What can anyone do to me?”

FINAL BLESSING

 Now may the God of peace, who brought back from the 
dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, 

by the blood of the eternal covenant, make you complete in 
everything good so that you may do his will, working among 
us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to 
whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen.

POINT OF INTEREST
The author of the letter to the 
Hebrews sees faithful people 
not only as an example but 
also as companions on the 
journey of faith. They are 
a cloud of witnesses who 

surround us, here and now.

and the prophets— who through faith conquered kingdoms, 
administered justice, obtained promises, shut the mouths of 
lions, quenched raging fire, escaped the edge of the sword, won 
strength out of weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign 
armies to flight. Women received their dead by resurrection. 
Others were tortured, refusing to accept release, in order to 
obtain a better resurrection. Others suffered mocking and 
flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. They were 
stoned to death, they were sawn in two, they were killed by the 
sword; they went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, 
persecuted, tormented— of whom the world was not worthy. 
They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and 
holes in the ground.

THE EXAMPLE OF JESUS

 Therefore, since we are surrounded 
by so great a cloud of witnesses, let 

us also lay aside every weight and the sin 
that clings so closely, and let us run with 
perseverance the race that is set before us, 
looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter 
of our faith, who for the sake of the joy 
that was set before him endured the cross, 

disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand 
of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such hostility 
against himself from sinners, so that you may not grow weary or 
lose heart.  Therefore lift your drooping hands and strengthen 
your weak knees, and make straight paths for your feet, so that 
what is lame may not be put out of joint, but rather be healed.

You have not come to something that can be touched, a blazing 
fire, and darkness, and gloom, and a tempest, and the sound 
of a trumpet, and a voice whose words made the hearers beg 
that not another word be spoken to them. (For they could not 
endure the order that was given, “If even an animal touches 
the mountain, it shall be stoned to death.” Indeed, so terrifying 
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(good deeds), and salvation? How does that understanding 
impact your life and actions?

4. Hebrews gives a stirring account of people who showed us what 
living “by faith” looks like. Think back on what you have read so 
far. Which faithful people from our story does the author fail to 
mention? Which biblical example of faith is most important to 
you? Who are some people in your life whose faithfulness has 
inspired you?

5. Many of the epistles are either anonymous or attributed to an 
important figure in the early Church but not necessarily written 
by that person. Does their anonymity change the way you think 
about them? Why or why not?

NEXT STEPS
• A number of the epistles are only a few pages long and can be 

read in one sitting (in fact, you read the entire letter of James 
in this chapter). Sit down and read either Philemon or 2 John. 
What stands out to you about either letter? How do they relate 
to letters that you have read or written? How do those letters, 
written to a particular person in a particular time, speak to  
you today?

• These epistles in our Bible were simply letters written between 
Christians to offer insight and encouragement. Write a letter of 
encouragement to a friend or family member who is struggling. 
Consider including a verse from one of the epistles that you 
think might speak to them.

Other leaders wrote letters and preached sermons as well, building 
up the Church as it grew and spread. In the centuries to come, 
followers of Jesus would debate and discuss the implications of Jesus’ 
life and the biblical narrative for what they believed about God 
and humanity and would wrestle with how to live faithfully in a 
changing world, as they waited for Jesus to come again to judge the 
living and the dead. As Paul, James, Peter, John, the author of the 
letter to the Hebrews, and other early leaders taught, what people 
believed and how followers of Jesus lived and acted in this world 
mattered very much; by word and example the people of God were 
called to proclaim Jesus until his return. But they also waited with 
eager longing for Jesus to come again, as he had promised he would. 
So the Church lived in the meantime, balanced between the now 
and the not yet, living faithfully on earth while hoping for heaven, 
being in this world while not quite of this world.

Scripture Citations 
JAmes 
hebreWs 10:10-25 | 11:1-3, 7-38 | 12:1-3, 12-13, 18-24 |  
 12:28-29 | 13:1-6, 20-21

QUESTIONS FOR THE JOURNEY
1. Which part of James’s letter is most meaningful to you? Which 

part is the most difficult?

2. How do you understand James’s assertion that “Religion that 
is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care 
for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself 
unstained by the world”? 

3. Some people see James and Paul to be in conflict: James says 
that faith without works is “dead” (James 2:17), but Paul says that 
we are saved by faith alone, apart from works (Romans 3:28). 
How do you understand the relationship between faith, works 


