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I NTRO
How to Use This Study
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Have you ever had your view of the world change in an instant? Maybe  
you judged a driver for being reckless as they sped past you only to  
realize they were speeding to the hospital as they turned into the 
emergency room driveway. Most of us have a sense of what it means 
to have a sudden change in our world view. Sometimes they are simple 
perspective changes that transform our attitudes. At other times, they are 
earth shaking changes of perspective which put pieces together and bring 
a sense of integration and wholeness. The book of James is about earth 
shaking perspective change.

Of all the people who could understand earth shattering world view 
changes, James would be that person. James grew up with Jesus. James  
was Jesus’ little brother. He knew Jesus in normal, family ways. We are not 
sure when James’ world view experienced its great shift but there was a day 
in his life when he realized he had been living with God!

imag ine  i t . . .
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Put yourself in James’ place for just a minute. Your big brother, the person 
you have played with, eaten with, worked alongside. The person you who 
held your hand when you were scared in a crowd or called you when you 
were lost. That person with you all this time was, in fact, God. What would 
that do to your view of your older brother? What would that do to your view 
of the world? In an instant, the hand you held, the voice that called, the 
elbow you nudged at the dinner table was now no longer simply a brother’s, 
but God’s.

The theological term for this is “incarnation.”  Jesus was God incarnated in 
flesh. For James, this wasn’t just an intellectual concept but something he 
realized about his older brother. Everything changed. The pieces fell into 
place and for the first time, James could see the way to wholeness. That 
“way” was Jesus, his older brother who called himself “the Way.” 

Now, in the book of James we are called to the same kind of shift. Our 
understanding of Jesus is called to change and that change has to be a 
complete change: whole.

No longer can faith be a concept or a religious position. For James, faith 
had to encompass his whole person. His belief, ideas, thinking, actions and 
reactions had been touched by God and everything changed. In a moment 
his behavior, world view, knowledge of God, actions and works changed 
forever. That change made him whole.
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the  book  of  James  is  an 
uncomfortable  book .

It’s discomfort comes in its challenge. As he addresses a church under 
persecution, James challenges every part of our world view. At its core, the 
book of James is written to call us to wholeness in Christ and challenges 
everything we thought would get us there.

the  book  of  James 
calls  us  to  wholeness .
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FUN  FACT  # 1
The book of James is considered the earliest New Testament book, written 
sometime around 40 AD and just a few years after the resurrection of Jesus.

FUN  FACT  #2
Martin Luther, the great German reformer, didn’t like the book of James.  
Neither did John Calvin, Luther’s counterpart in Geneva. Both were locked 
in a struggle against false teachings of “salvation by works” and James 
integrated faith and its outworking so closely, it made them uncomfortable.
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HOW TO 
USE THIS 
STUDY

IN PREPARATION FOR THE STUDY
Begin reading through the book of James. A helpful practice while reading 
James is to read the book of Acts at the same time.

BEFORE EACH GROUP MEETING
  4 Pray for the members of your group.

  4 Read the session’s Weekly Reading Section. If you happen to miss  
 the weekend sermon, this section gives you some context for the  
 direction we will take. You can watch, listen to or download the  
 sermon online at mhbible.org/sermons.

  4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt  
 questions in the Study Guide to make some notes to share when  
 you meet with the group.

  4 Go deep and engage with the homework at the end of each study.

DURING EACH GROUP MEETING
  4 Spend time building relationships through gathering time and  
 group time.

  4 Spend time in Scripture. Our study time will employ the tools  
 taught in the MHBC Foundations Class. The technique is called  
 O.I.A. or Observation, Interpretation, and Application. (You can find  
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 more on this in the Appendix). The study will provide a few  
 questions in no particular order which can facilitate your  
 observations and interpretations. 

If the Bible and Bible study are new  
to you, you are in the right place.

  4 Spend time praying for one another. Specifically, praying out loud for  
 one another provides a powerful connection both with God and one  
 another in your group time. Group prayer can be superficial and a  
 little empty when we focus more on what we will say rather than  
 seeking God. As we all step into doing this together, let’s commit  
 together to step in with open hearts that are less worried about  
 what we’ll say and more interested in connecting with God.

SERMON REFLECTIONS
Built into every week’s study is a reflection time on the sermons.  This study 
is sermon-based, but we don’t want groups to only recap what the pastor 
preached. That would remove us from direct study of God’s Word and the 
Spirit’s movement in our groups to bring a treasure not mentioned by the 
pastor in the sermon.

As you study Scripture in the group, work at keeping the message out of 
your study time until the end. There is a section after OIA which allows time 
for sermon discussion. During this portion, the group study and weekend 
message can be reflected on, integrated and magnified to bring an even 
greater impact on our growth.

7



HOMEWORK
While this is not “mandatory” it will be a powerful addition to your group time 
and the time we spend in James during weekend services. Please consider 
using this book as a journal for your “book of James reading time.”  You could 
also consider getting a separate journal. It will be a perfect place to capture 
thoughts and observations as you work through one of the most influential 
biblical books.

OUR HOPE FOR YOU
We hope this group will provide you with the opportunity to deepen your  
vital relationship with God and group life. Whether this happens or not will  
be partly determined by factors you can’t control. Perhaps personal chemistry 
among the group members is the largest of these factors. However, there is a 
lot you can control. We would like you to do a few things:

   1. show up. 
 Commit to being at group meetings. You can’t hope for community  
 with other people if you aren’t around enough for them to get to  
 know you.

   2. join in. 
 Take part in discussions. Listen to what others have to say. Be a part  
 of the community you are trying to form.
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   3. be real.
 Let the people in this group get to know you and your story. You  
 don’t have to reveal all your deepest secrets, and probably shouldn’t  
 until there is a level of trust built through time and consistency and  
 shared experience in Bible study. However, be open to the possibility  
 that you may eventually form the kind of relationships in which you  
 can share that genuinely.

   5. keep God’s word central.
 As relationships grow, the focus can shift from God’s Word to simply  
 being together. That could be the case for everyone including the  
 leader. Be a helpful encourager to the group to keep a focus on  
 God’s Word.

   5. pray.
 Be praying for your group. Jesus calls us to pray for our enemies,  
 so how much more should we pray for our friends and fellow group  
 members both during group time and especially outside of it.
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A typical gathering could consist of 30 minutes of sharing, 45 minutes of 
study and discipleship time and the final 30 minutes sharing and praying 
for prayer requests. Be flexible and use the group time the way that works 
best for your circle. Group meetings have some combination of five different 
elements which reflect our MHBC core values:

SCRIPTURE
God’s truth we stand 

on and live by.

It is important that your group spends time in 
the study of the Scripture, the Spirit inspired 
revolution of God. It is our authoritative truth 
and guide for life and absolutely central to  
our groups.

RELATIONSHIP
together is better

than alone.

Groups should ensure time where we connect 
together casually, or with some structure. At 
least one question in the study will be geared 
toward getting to know one another better. 
Our hope is some time will be spent building 
relationships outside the group as well. Together 
we encourage, inspire and help one another grow 
into who we are called to be. That doesn’t happen 
when we are alone and isolated.

OUR MODEL
FOR GROUP
MEETING
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PRAYER
we are

desperate.

Beyond opening and closing in prayer, groups 
will share prayer needs with one another and 
pray for those requests together and privately 
during the week. Our culture depends too 
much on personal power, and it is our bent too. 
Prayer is our desperate cry for God’s work in and 
through us.

DISCIPLESHIP
everyone

plays.

We want to see you and the people of our valley 
connect in deeper and more consistent ways 
through our groups. The desire for our groups 
is for service to one another, to our community 
and to our world in the process of disciple 
making. We will need more and more people who 
can articulate faith, demonstrate the character 
of Jesus and eventually live it all out through 
more small group experiences and through 
mission. Everyone has a part to play in the call to 
discipleship and disciple making.

GRACE
the Gospel changes 

everything.

The Gospel is God’s ultimate expression of grace 
and we trust every meeting will be an experience 
of the truth and grace of real community.
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This book is available for download online at

mhbible.org/smallgroups

For information on the O.I.A. study method used in this book, see  
the Appendix.

GROUP MEMBERS
Our software system called Planning Center (PCO) provides a landing page 
for your group and a place to communicate, share materials with one 
another and plan meetings and events on a shared calendar.

For access, ask your leader to confirm you are a part of the group and 
that there is a correct and active e-mail in your profile. The system will 
automatically send out communications with links to your group.

RESOURCES
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SESS ION  1
God’s Agenda
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God’s agenda.

Have you noticed how this book starts? James was a younger brother of 
Jesus and yet he calls himself a servant of Jesus. Is there a single sibling 
who likes the idea of being a servant of their brother or sister? Something 
happened to change James.

someth ing  happened  to  change  James.

James wasn’t far removed from the death and resurrection of his brother.  
He was likely in Jerusalem for the Passover when Jesus was crucified and 
resurrected. As was the custom, their family had faithfully traveled to 
Jerusalem for Passover and there is no reason to believe it was different 
this time (Luke 2:41). Even if James wasn’t in Jerusalem for this Passover, his 
mother, Mary, was (John 19:25). She would have brought the news of his 
brother’s resurrection.
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This news brought an earth shattering, world view revolution in James’ life.  
Through Jesus, James discovered God’s agenda for his life. It was an agenda 
for every person. An agenda where each follower of Christ would find 
wholeness and completion.

the  book  of  James  is  an  i nv itat ion .

The revolution couldn’t stop with James or his family. James committed 
his life to inviting everyone possible into partnership with God toward the 
ultimate agenda of wholeness. James became the key leader of his brother’s 
church in Jerusalem (Acts 15 & 21). However, he no longer called him 
brother, but Lord. His invitation is the same for us in this book.

The book of James isn’t simply an invitation. It is also practical truth delivered 
from a key church leader at the heart of God’s Gospel movement on earth. 
In James, faith in Jesus is not just a concept but a whole life change that 
makes us whole: “perfect and complete lacking nothing.”

fa ith  i n  Jesus  br ings  whole  l i f e  
change  that  makes  us  whole .
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During your first group meeting with James, you will get a chance to begin to 
get to know this passage together. As you set out on a new study, take time up 
front to pray that God will use this group to grow His relationship with you and 
the other members of the group.

Intentionally gather together in a circle (circles are important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone and that you all can be at the same eye level with 
people, close enough to connect). Open with a prayer for this study. Get  
caught up with each other and perhaps take some time to go around and 
share highlights and lowlights from the previous week.

Some opening questions which might be helpful:
  4 When was a time you experienced a sense of wholeness? When was  
 a time you felt least whole?

  4 What is a trial you have experienced which made you stronger? What  
 about the trial brought about the strength?

  4 What hopes are you bringing to this new study in the book of James?

GATHERING
AROUND
JAMES 1:1-12
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a  fr i endly  reminder  of  our  process :
As we approach Scripture in our studies, we will apply the study method at the 
heart of our Foundations Class. The study method is Observation, Interpretation 
and Application, or O.I.A. for short. This is also known as Inductive Bible Study. It 
is simply a slower, more intentional way to capture more meaning and depth so 
we can fully understand God’s Word to us.

IMPORTANT
This is actually the method we all use in everyday life to make our way through 
the world. We are simply slowing it down and becoming more intentional (see 
the O.I.A. illustration that follows). 

AN O.I.A. ILLUSTRATION
Remember the last time you drove on the freeway? As you were driving, you 
were observing. You observed a sign. It was yellow. It was big with black reflective 
letters. It had flashing lights and said: “freeway ends.” There was a lot there to 
observe and you likely didn’t process all those steps. You simply moved to the 
interpretation: “get off the road!” More quickly still, you moved to the application.  
You turned on your signal and headed for the off-ramp.

Now what if you had 30 miles left in your journey? And what if you moved so 
quickly through this process that you missed the other, smaller sign posted 
under the larger one which said: “in 25 miles? “ You’d be stuck on surface streets 
for a long and frustrating time. Would the truth of the sign have changed? Nope.  
Would you still get to your destination? Yep. However, there was more there 
which would have been very helpful to observe.
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Observation or “Listening” before jumping to our conclusions tends to be one 
of the more difficult things we do. It forces our minds to focus on each part of 
the Scripture we are studying before we move to form our conclusions, and 
sometimes it can be difficult. O.I.A. is designed to make sure we slow down in 
order to get all we can from the passage.

O . I . A .  process

OBSERVATION
Observe what is in the passage. Try not to move to “this means” thinking but take 
time to notice words, order, patterns, images. Make a list of those observations 
for yourself and the group.

remember :  observat ion  i s  a  hard  d isc ipl ine .

INTERPRETATION
Interpret what you have observed. Now you can move to “this means” thinking. 
Having observed the passage, you can now work to fit the pieces together into 
what it might mean. Often, a simple way to do this is to summarize the passage 
in a sentence that best captures everything of the Scripture observations.

APPLICATION
Take time to share how this applies to your life. How does it impact your view of 
God, how you will live or what you should do?
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JAMES 1:1-12
1 James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the 

twelve tribes in the Dispersion: Greetings. 2 Count it all joy, 

my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for you 

know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 
4 And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may 

be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. 5 If any of you 

lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all 

without reproach, and it will be given him. 6 But let him ask in 

faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave 

of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind. 7 For that 

person must not suppose that he will receive anything from 

the Lord; 8 he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his 

ways. 9 Let the lowly brother boast in his exaltation, 10 and the 

rich in his humiliation, because like a flower of the grass he 

will pass away. 11 For the sun rises with its scorching heat and 

withers the grass; its flower falls, and its beauty perishes. So 

also will the rich man fade away in the midst of his pursuits. 
12 Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial, for 

when he has stood the test he will receive the crown of life, 

which God has promised to those who love him.
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 Which part of the passage stands out to you?
 4 What images are being used in the passage?
 4 Is there anything conditional in this passage? (If-then)
 4  Any comparisons or contrasts? (If/then: Look for the “if”s) 25



i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 What is the role of trials in God’s agenda? What is God’s agenda?
 4 What is the role of wisdom in God’s agenda?
 4 What is the role of wealth or poverty in God’s agenda?
 4 What does doubt do in this passage?
 4 How does “steadfastness” function in this passage?
 4 What is the role of “loving him” and how does it work in this passage?
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appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 What is a trial you are in now? How does James’ teaching on trials inform  
        what you are dealing with?
 4 When was a time you were steadfast under trial (v.12)? How did it grow  
        your love for God?
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Q: What are the “twelve tribes of the dispersion?”
The number twelve is a big deal in Scripture. There were twelve children of 
Jacob who made up the “tribes” of Israel as God’s people (Gen 35:22-23; Acts 
26 :4-7). There were also twelve disciples (Luke 6:13) who, because of the 
mission of Christ (Mat. 28:18-20) and due to persecution in Israel (Acts 8:3) 
spread throughout the world to deliver the Gospel. Here, James uses the term 
to refer to “the people of God.” The “dispersion” referred to disciples who had 
already set out to bring the Gospel to the world as well as to believers who had 
fled Jerusalem due to persecution.

Q: What does James have against the rich?
The book of James is addressed to a predominantly poor population. Being 
only a few years old, the Church had begun with the lowest of society. A 
common belief held rich people in esteem as blessed by God and James 
confronts the idea throughout the book.

Q: Is doubting bad? Does it disqualify me from God 
answering my prayers?
There is a technical difference between doubts and questions although the 
two words have come to mean almost the same thing in English. Questions are 
natural and unavoidable. They come when ideas or realities come into conflict 
for us. They can be small and they can be unavoidable huge. There is no

HELPFUL
FAQ’S
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condemnation in this passage for questions. Remember the disciple Thomas 
(John 20:24-26)? He had BIG questions but Jesus answered and drew close to 
him. Doubt, on the other hand, is a choice. In this passage, James makes it clear 
that doubt is a choice just as faith is a choice. Faith’s opposite is doubt and NOT 
big questions. Doubt is the intentional choosing to disbelieve God. Sometimes 
the most faithful thing we do is choosing faith in the midst of big, unanswered 
questions. In fact, isn’t that a part of the definition of faith?  

FUN  FACT
James’ name isn’t actually James! What?!?! It is true. His name is actually Jacob.  
However, in all English translations, the name James has been substituted for 
Jacob in reference to the brother of Jesus. Much research has been done as 
to why this is the case and there are no conclusive answers. The best theory 
available surrounds the first English translation of highest fame: The King James 
Version (1611 A.D.). It is theorized that translators, in an effort to please the king, 
translated the Greek word: ‘lάκωβος (Jacob), the brother of Jesus as “James.”  
Because of the popularity of the translation, English speakers for centuries have 
continued the translation to prevent confusion. For this same reason this study 
uses “James” rather than “Jacob” to avoid inevitable confusion.
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What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
REFLECTIONS
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Take time to hear how you might pray for each person in 
the group. Go around the circle and pray for one another.

HOMEWORK
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SESS ION  2
Don’t Be Deceived

35



don’t be deceived.

A great deception of our current days seems to lie in placing blame. As this 
is being written, there has been another terror attack in New York City by a 
radicalized terrorist. Every news channel is pointing fingers. People want to 
know how he got here and who let him into our country. Others want to find 
the source of his radicalization. 

our  culture  i s  pretty 
qu ick  to  place  blame .

Apparently, so was James’ culture.  The question about blame in this section 
is: who do we blame when we are tempted with evil?  The truth of this 
section of Scripture is that the fault lies within us
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rarely  do  we  look  for 
fault  i n  ourselves .

James calls the people of God to face a significant reality. It is a reality which 
turns eyes inward in responsible reflection rather than in evasive blaming. It 
is also a reality which puts the beauty and light of God on full display.
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GETTING 
STARTED
Small Group Discussion

Intentionally gather together 
in a circle (circles are 
important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone 
and that you all can be at the 
same eye level with people, 
close enough to connect). It 
can be a simple check-in, or 
you can dig into one of the 
questions below.

What is your most  
temptation filled food item? 

What is one big thing that 
tends to get you off track?

What are a few “good 
and perfect gifts” you are 
particularly thankful for today?

39



JAMES 1:13-18
13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted 

by God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he 

himself tempts no one. 14 But each person is tempted when 

he is lured and enticed by his own desire. 15 Then desire when 

it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully 

grown brings forth death. 16 Do not be deceived, my beloved 

brothers. 17 Every good gift and every perfect gift is from 

above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom 

there is no variation or shadow due to change. 18 Of his own 

will he brought us forth by the word of truth, that we should 

be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 Are there any processes mentioned?
 4 Do you see any comparisons being made? (If/then: Look for the “if”s)
 4 Is there any imagery running through the text?
 4 What are the actions of this text and who is the actor? 41



i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 What is being said about your relationship to sin?
 4 What is being said about your relationship to God?
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appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 As you deal with sin, how do the truths of this passage help you?
 4 What does it mean to you that “out of his own will he brought you forth?”   
        Have you ever had a time you questioned your existence and how does this  
        address that time?
 4 Why would people be inclined to blame God for their temptations?
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Q: What in the world are “firstfruits” (and shouldn’t there 
be a hyphen)?
We are used to getting berries whenever we want. We simply head to Safeway 
and buy some. However, in a mostly agrarian society when fruits only come in 
certain seasons, you have to wait a long time for the next raspberry season.  
When those first fruits appear, they taste really good! In Israel, it was common 
practice to offer these to God rather than to indulge. They would be taken to 
the presence of God at the temple and reside there with the priests. Firstfruits, 
then, refer both to long-awaited joy and abiding offerings in the presence of 
God. We don’t hyphenate this word in translation because it is one Greek word 
with a unique meaning. It means significantly more than the fruit that came 
first, and translators want to make sure we see something happening here.

HELPFUL
FAQ’S
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What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
REFLECTIONS
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Go around the circle and pray for one another.

HOMEWORK

48



NO
TE

S

49



50



SESS ION  3
Which Words Work?

51



which words work?

Jesus tells a parable of two sons. In the parable, their father comes and asks 
them to do some work out in the field. One says, “sure, no problem” and 
then doesn’t go. No explanation is given as to why. He simply doesn’t go. The 
other says “no way” but then concedes. Jesus asks, simply, “Who did what his 
father asked?”

James is interested in helping the new Jesus followers do what His Father 
asks.  Ideally, disciples would gladly hear and do but even if the doing is out 
of reluctance, it is still doing. (Matthew 21:28-31)  For James, the doing is a 
direct result of a powerful encounter with the Gospel.

how we  respond  to 
God  reveals  much.
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Something significant is reflected in the way we respond to our Master. Our 
attitude comes into clear focus, especially when we are asked to do hard 
things. Through it all, our attitudes and real heart will be revealed.
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GETTING 
STARTED
Small Group Discussion

Intentionally gather together 
in a circle (circles are 
important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone 
and that you all can be at the 
same eye level with people, 
close enough to connect). It 
can be a simple check-in, or 
you can dig into one of the 
questions below.

What are a few of your  
pet peeves?

What has been a circumstance 
lately which has caused you to 
listen intently?

What has been your best 
“religious” experience?  (you 
can define “religious” however 
you want)
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JAMES 1:19-27
19 Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick 

to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20 for the anger of man 

does not produce the righteousness of God. 21 Therefore 

put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness and receive 

with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save 

your souls. 22 But be doers of the word, and not hearers 

only, deceiving yourselves. 23 For if anyone is a hearer of the 

word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at 

his natural face in a mirror. 24 For he looks at himself and 

goes away and at once forgets what he was like. 25 But the 

one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and 

perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who 

acts, he will be blessed in his doing. 26 If anyone thinks he 

is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his 

heart, this person’s religion is worthless. 27 Religion that is 

pure and undefiled before God the Father is this: to visit 

orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself 

unstained from the world.
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 What surprises or excites you in the passage?
 4 Are there any patterns or repeated words?
 4 Is there any imagery being used in the text?
 4 Do you observe any conditional phrases? (If/then: Look for the “if”s) 57



i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 What seems to be a key cause of anger? What is the solution to anger,  
        filthiness and wickedness?
 4 What is the difference between hearing and doing when it comes to  
        the Word? How does it work?
 4 What is the difference between “worthless religion” and “pure,  
        undefiled religion?”
 4 What is the role of the Word in this text?
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appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 How might you be a better doer of the Word as you reflect on this text?
 4 Has there been a time when you practiced “worthless religion?”
 4 How might you practice “pure and undefiled religion” in your life?
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What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
REFLECTIONS
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Go around the circle and pray for one another. Take 
requests and have someone pray for the person who 
shared a request.

HOMEWORK
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SESS ION  4
Mercy Triumphs

65



mercy triumphs.

The playground can be a tough place as a parent. At least for many, the 
playground has become a place of comparison and partiality. The local 
playground is where you see and hear how much better other kids, parents 
and families are doing and we begin to judge ourselves as well as others 
around us. It can feel like an extension of Jr. High and this time the stakes 
are much higher because our children are involved.

Sometimes at those playgrounds, we are being partial. Something inside us 
moves us away from certain people and toward others, giving favor in our 
time and attention. We seem to be naturally inclined toward favoritism. It 
isn’t just the playground. It is the office, neighborhood, a family gathering  
or even the church courtyard.

part ial ity  runs  deep.
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Often, we are aware of that tendency even more in others. We avoid certain 
company because we know we won’t be the favored ones. Some people 
even avoid church due to a fear of being judged.

there  i s  no  place  for 
favor it ism in  the  church .

James makes it clear that favoritism is a sin in the same way murder and 
adultery are sins. The comparison is shocking, but God’s call to mercy 
rather than judgment and favoritism rings loudly throughout this passage.  
It causes us to look at each area of our lives to see where we might be 
showing favoritism.
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GETTING 
STARTED
Small Group Discussion

Intentionally gather together 
in a circle (circles are 
important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone 
and that you all can be at the 
same eye level with people, 
close enough to connect). It 
can be a simple check-in, or 
you can dig into one of the 
questions below.

Who is the most famous, 
powerful or wealthy person 
you have ever met? What was 
it like?

Have you experienced someone 
showing you mercy? What was 
the circumstance?

Have you ever seen mercy 
triumph over judgment? How 
did that work?
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JAMES 2:1-13
1 My brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus 

Christ, the Lord of glory. 2 For if a man wearing a gold ring and fine 

clothing comes into your assembly, and a poor man in shabby clothing 

also comes in, 3 and if you pay attention to the one who wears the fine 

clothing and say, “You sit here in a good place,” while you say to the poor 

man, “You stand over there,” or, “Sit down at my feet,” 4 have you not 

then made distinctions among yourselves and become judges with evil 

thoughts? 5 Listen, my beloved brothers, has not God chosen those who 

are poor in the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom, which 

he has promised to those who love him? 6 But you have dishonored the 

poor man. Are not the rich the ones who oppress you, and the ones 

who drag you into court? 7 Are they not the ones who blaspheme the 

honorable name by which you were called?  8 If you really fulfill the royal 

law according to the Scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” 

you are doing well. 9 But if you show partiality, you are committing sin 

and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 10 For whoever keeps the 

whole law but fails in one point has become guilty of all of it. 11 For he 

who said, “Do not commit adultery,” also said, “Do not murder.” If you do 

not commit adultery but do murder, you have become a transgressor of 

the law. 12 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged under the 

law of liberty. 13 For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no 

mercy. Mercy triumphs over judgment.
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 Is there anything surprising to you in this passage?
 4 Is there any imagery running through the text?
 4 Do you observe any conditional phrases? (If-then)
 4 Who are the actors in the text and what is the action taken? 71



i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 How would you summarize this passage?
 4 Being in the top 95% of wealthy people in the world, how should we think  
        about the distinction between rich and poor in this passage?
 4 How is partiality a violation of the commandment to love our neighbor  
        as ourselves?
 4 How do you understand the final phrase of this passage?
 4 What are other ways to show partiality?
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appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 What are ways people show partiality and where in your life are you inclined  
        to practice it?
 4 What does it look like for you to “speak and act as one who is to be judged  
        under the law of liberty?” (v. 12)
 4 How could our church be better at showing no partiality? How can you  
        help in that?
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What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
REFLECTIONS
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Go around the circle and pray for one another. Take 
requests and have someone pray for the person who 
shared a request.

HOMEWORK
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SESS ION  5
Faith That Works

79



faith that works.

You have probably heard the legendary story of a Chicago tightrope walker 
who thrilled crowds in the Roaring Twenties. People would come from 
surrounding states to see him walk across wires stretched between the 
newly constructed skyscrapers, shielding their eyes from the sun as they 
looked up in amazement.  

One day, out on the wire, he left his balance pole behind and instead picked 
up a wheelbarrow to push along the high-wire. It stirred the crowds into a 
frenzy. Wanting to hype the crowd even more, he addressed them from his 
perch and asked if they believed he could push a man in the wheelbarrow.  
With thunderous cheers, the crowd affirmed their belief. Downtown Chicago 
had never heard such a roaring crowd. Neither had it heard such deafening 
silence when, in the next moment, the man twenty floors up asked for a 
volunteer from the loudly believing crowd. Not a single person volunteered 
or even made eye contact. In that moment an indelible line was drawn 
between expressions of belief and actions of belief. These two things were 
as far apart as those new Chicago skyscrapers.
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real  loud  pra ise  i s 
not  real  l i f e  bel i e f.

The silence is no surprise and whether simply legend or actual historical 
account, the truth of the story is undeniable.  It is easy to talk about belief 
and trust. It is easy to sing songs and pray prayers.  It is quite another 
thing to let go of anxiety in the face of fear. It is easy to talk about our 
responsibility but quite another to volunteer at a Safe Parking Program  
or to help clothe the homeless.

Just as Jesus called into question superficial religious practices (Matthew 
6:1-5; 23:23; 23:27) here, James calls into question superficial words. People 
in the church had learned the proper answers but failed to put into practice 
proper actions.
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GETTING 
STARTED
Small Group Discussion

Intentionally gather together 
in a circle (circles are 
important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone 
and that you all can be at the 
same eye level with people, 
close enough to connect). It 
can be a simple check-in, or 
you can dig into one of the 
questions below.

Who is someone who possesses 
faith you admire?

When was a time you put faith 
into action?
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JAMES 2:14-26
14 What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does 

not have works? Can that faith save him? 15 If a brother or sister is poorly 

clothed and lacking in daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, “Go in 

peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them the things needed 

for the body, what good is that? 17 So also faith by itself, if it does not 

have works, is dead. 18 But someone will say, “You have faith and I have 

works.” Show me your faith apart from your works, and I will show you 

my faith by my works. 19 You believe that God is one; you do well. Even 

the demons believe—and shudder! 20 Do you want to be shown, you 

foolish person, that faith apart from works is useless? 21 Was not Abraham 

our father justified by works when he offered up his son Isaac on the 

altar? 22 You see that faith was active along with his works, and faith 

was completed by his works; 23 and the Scripture was fulfilled that says, 

“Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness”—

and he was called a friend of God. 24 You see that a person is justified by 

works and not by faith alone. 25 And in the same way was not also Rahab 

the prostitute justified by works when she received the messengers and 

sent them out by another way? 26 For as the body apart from the spirit is 

dead, so also faith apart from works is dead.
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 Is there a surprise in this passage for you?
 4 Are there any repeated words or phrases?
 4 Is there any imagery running through the text?
 4 Do you observe any conditional (if-then) phrases?
 4 Who are the actors in the text and what is the action taken?
 4 What are the stories or people being referenced from the Old  
        Testament in this passage?
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i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 What is the connection James makes between the poor around us and  
        our faith?
 4 Why do you think James chose Abraham and Rahab for his examples?
 4 In your own words, describe the relationship between faith and works  
        in this passage.
 4 What is James’ message about the demons in verse 19?
 4 How do you see verse 24 working with the truth of the Gospel?
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appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 Have you ever had an “Abraham experience” as described in this passage?   
        Is there an area in your life right now where you need to “believe God?”
 4 Have you ever been stuck with faith and no actions? How did you get unstuck?
 4 What actions are demonstrating your faith currently?
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What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
REFLECTIONS
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Go around the circle and pray for one another. Take 
requests and have someone pray for the person who 
shared a request.

HOMEWORK
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SESS ION  6
Watch Your Mouth

93



watch your mouth.

Last fall in Gilroy, a few kids thought they had a great idea. They found some 
unused fireworks from their Fourth of July celebration and decided to head 
out behind their house and light them. In minutes, this small discovery and 
simple decision resulted in an entire hillside catching fire. The resulting blaze 
created fear for hundreds if not thousands of people and cost millions in fire 
fighting equipment and work to extinguish.

James taps into a situation similar to this to illustrate the need for Christians 
to carefully consider the words coming out of their mouths. We can all look 
back to significant moments of positive change and terrible tragedy which 
began with simple words. Careers have been lost because of a few sin-
filled words. The recent #MeToo movement, where people post on Twitter 
moments of deep scarring due to sexual harassment, illustrates deeply the 
power of words to cause lasting pain.

It would be easy to read this and feel convicted. We should. Our sense 
conviction is important, but it isn’t the final word. The Gospel is the final word.
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where  i s  the  Gospel  here?

The Gospel’s good news of now, no longer, any condemnation provides the 
foundation for this text. For James, Romans 8:1 is in view. He is only a few 
years away from the end of his life when he will see his brother, and now 
Lord, in the resurrection.  As much as James is aware of sin’s residence 
in our flesh, he is clearly looking forward to the day when we receive our 
glorified bodies (1 Corinthians 15:42-44).
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GETTING 
STARTED
Small Group Discussion

Intentionally gather together 
in a circle (circles are 
important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone 
and that you all can be at the 
same eye level with people, 
close enough to connect). It 
can be a simple check-in, or 
you can dig into one of the 
questions below.

When was an embarrassing 
moment when you put your 
foot in your mouth? (C’mon, it 
happens to the best of us!)

Have you ever made a promise 
you regretted?

What is the best promise or 
commitment you have made 
(or a great one)?
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JAMES 3:1-12
1 Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know 

that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness. 2 For we all 

stumble in many ways. And if anyone does not stumble in what he says, 

he is a perfect man, able also to bridle his whole body. 3 If we put bits 

into the mouths of horses so that they obey us, we guide their whole 

bodies as well. 4 Look at the ships also: though they are so large and are 

driven by strong winds, they are guided by a very small rudder wherever 

the will of the pilot directs. 5 So also the tongue is a small member, yet it 

boasts of great things. How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small 

fire! 6 And the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness. The tongue 

is set among our members, staining the whole body, setting on fire the 

entire course of life, and set on fire by hell. 7 For every kind of beast and 

bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by 

mankind, 8 but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, 

full of deadly poison. 9 With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it 

we curse people who are made in the likeness of God. 10 From the same 

mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things ought not 

to be so. 11 Does a spring pour forth from the same opening both fresh 

and salt water? 12 Can a fig tree, my brothers, bear olives, or a grapevine 

produce figs? Neither can a salt pond yield fresh water.
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 What are the images used in this passage?
 4 Is there anything that surprises you?
 4 Do you observe any conditional (if-then) phrases?
 4 Who/what are the actors in the text and what is the action taken?
 4 What are the results listed in this passage?
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i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 What is the meaning of verse 2?
 4 In this passage, the tongue is way more than the muscle in our mouth that  
        helps us taste and eat. What is the “more” the tongue is representing here?
 4 Where do you see the Gospel in this passage?
 4 Why do you think James begins this very practical teaching with instructions  
        about teachers (v.1)?
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appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 Have you ever “set a fire” with something you have said? How can you avoid  
        that in the future?
 4 Why is discipline for the tongue so difficult according to this passage? What  
        are some steps you can take to bridle your tongue?
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What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
REFLECTIONS
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Go around the circle and pray for one another. Take 
requests and have someone pray for the person who 
shared a request.

REMINDER AGAIN:  
Praying out loud can sometimes feel superficial and a little empty. This 
happens when we focus more on what we will say rather than seeking God.  
The best way to deal with this is to pray short, simple, non-wordy prayers.

HOMEWORK
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SESS ION  7
What is Wise?

107



what is wise?

Solomon. Socrates. Dumbledore. Gandalf. Abraham Lincoln. What people 
or images hold your imagination when it comes to wisdom? This is a tough 
question. It is difficult not only because the breadth of potential definitions of 
wisdom but also because this is not a common topic of conversation.

Parents at my child’s school gathered recently for prayer over their children.  
The topics covered so many important areas of life. I heard fathers and 
mothers praying for their child to passionately pursue Jesus. They prayed for 
safety. They prayed for social needs, school issues, and some even prayed 
for future spouses. One significantly missing topic was wisdom. Not a single 
person praying thought to pray for wisdom for their child.
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has  wisdom been  forgotten?

James turns our attention to wisdom in this section, pointing us to real 
measures for consideration. Usually, we measure wisdom by the words 
coming out of someone’s mouth. James offers an entirely different path  
for thinking of wisdom.
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GETTING 
STARTED
Small Group Discussion

Intentionally gather together 
in a circle (circles are 
important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone 
and that you all can be at the 
same eye level with people, 
close enough to connect). It 
can be a simple check-in, or 
you can dig into one of the 
questions below.

Solomon. Dumbledore.  
Gandalf. Abraham Lincoln. 
What people or images hold 
your imagination when it 
comes to wisdom? Why?

Who is a person you  
consider wise?

Share a situation when you 
wished you had more wisdom.  
What did you do?
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JAMES 3:13-18
13 Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct let 

him show his works in the meekness of wisdom. 14 But if you have bitter 

jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast and be false 

to the truth. 15 This is not the wisdom that comes down from above, 

but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 16 For where jealousy and selfish 

ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile practice. 17 But the 

wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, 

full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere. 18 And a harvest of 

righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace.
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 What stands out to you in this passage? Any surprises?
 4 Do you see any contrasts or comparisons?
 4 Do you see any repeated words?
 4 Is there any imagery running through the text?
 4 Do you observe any conditional (if-then) phrases?
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i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 How do you understand the contrast between “meekness of wisdom” and  
        “selfish ambition” or “bitter jealousy”?
 4 Are there different types of wisdom listed in this text?
 4 What is the good news in this passage?
 4 How would you put this passage in your own words?
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appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 How does this passage give you hope?
 4 In the verse 17 list, where are you strong and where are your weak spots?
 4 What are some examples of worldly wisdom you have been inclined to adopt?

115



What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
REFLECTIONS
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Go around the circle and pray for one another. You  
can share as a group and then pray or pray right after  
each sharing.

HOMEWORK
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SESS ION  8
Ultimate Friendship

121



ultimate friendship.

Do you remember your first significant friendship? The first significant 
friendship I remember revolved around sharing secrets. My friend and I 
had crushes on girls we had told no one about. On a walk home together 
from school, we shared our secrets and swore to help one another. In that 
moment there was safety, loyalty and a sense of interdependence.

our  f irst  fr i endsh ips  shape 
our  def in it ions  of  fr i endsh ip.
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Things got out of hand quickly. As both my friend and I pursued our crushes, 
we discovered that neither girl liked our best friend. Maybe he had put glue 
in my crush’s hair in 2nd grade. Maybe I had teased his crush a little too 
much. Either way, we found ourselves having to make a decision neither 
expected. It looked as if we had to choose between a girl or our friend.

A decision awaits us in friendship here in James as well. The stakes are much 
higher. The question posed to us: where will we place our loyalty, security 
and energy? Who will we choose to be friends with?
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GETTING 
STARTED
Small Group Discussion

Intentionally gather together 
in a circle (circles are 
important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone 
and that you all can be at the 
same eye level with people, 
close enough to connect). It 
can be a simple check-in, or 
you can dig into one of the 
questions below.

What was your first significant 
friendship? How did you 
become friends?

What does friendship mean 
to you?  How do friendships 
shape your life?
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JAMES 4:1-10
1 What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not 

this, that your passions are at war within you? 2 You desire and do not 

have, so you murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and 

quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask. 3 You ask and do not 

receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions. 4 You 

adulterous people! Do you not know that friendship with the world is 

enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world 

makes himself an enemy of God. 5 Or do you suppose it is to no purpose 

that the Scripture says, “He yearns jealously over the spirit that he has 

made to dwell in us”? 6 But he gives more grace. Therefore it says, “God 

opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” 7 Submit yourselves 

therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8 Draw near 

to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, 

and purify your hearts, you double-minded. 9 Be wretched and mourn 

and weep. Let your laughter be turned to mourning and your joy to 

gloom. 10 Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 Is there anything that surprises you? 
 4 What are the contrasts and comparisons being made?
 4 Is there any imagery running through the text?
 4 Do you observe any conditional (if-then) phrases?
 4 Who are the actors in the text and what is the action taken?
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i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 How do you demonstrate friendship with God?
 4 How does James define friendship with the world?
 4 What is the hope of this passage? Where do you see the Gospel in it?
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appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 Is there a way to be friends with the world and God? Why or why not? Which  
        is your closer friend right now?
 4 What are we called to do in friendship with God?
 4 How does friendship with God bring peace and how is it an antidote to  
        quarrels and fights?
 4 How will you nurture your friendship with God? 129



What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
REFLECTIONS
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Go around the circle and pray for one another. You  
can share as a group and then pray or pray right after  
each sharing.

HOMEWORK
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SESS ION  9
Judgment

135



judgment.

Why are shows like The Voice, American Idol and America’s Got Talent such 
appealing, you-can’t-look-away experiences? Sure, some of it is the talent 
discovered but the most compelling part of shows like this is watching 
courage in the face of judgment. All of us can imagine being on that stage 
and feeling the anxiety in the moment.

The fear of being judged is a deep-seated fear for most people. Most of us  
do whatever we can to avoid being judged negatively by people around us.

most  people  l ive  w ith  the 
fear  of  be ing  judged .
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Judgment is powerful. James has spent time talking about the power of the 
tongue, and in these two verses attention is turned to judgment. There is 
real power to harm through judgment and we are called to carefully avoid 
putting ourselves in God’s place by speaking judgment on our brothers.

If you are a fan of The Voice, you know the painful moment when the 
performer is judged unworthy. No chair turns and no Judge vies to recruit 
the person who just laid everything bare in a performance. In this passage 
we are not supposed to place ourselves in the chairs for judgment and 
neither are we to put ourselves in the audience, lending our judgment 
through cheers, applause or silence.
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GETTING 
STARTED
Small Group Discussion

Intentionally gather together 
in a circle (circles are 
important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone 
and that you all can be at the 
same eye level with people, 
close enough to connect). It 
can be a simple check-in, or 
you can dig into one of the 
questions below.

If you could change any law, 
which would you change and 
why? (be creative…it could be  
a scientific law, government 
law, etc.)

What is one of your pet  
peeves? Why?

What is an area of your life you 
can share where you fear the 
most judgment from others?
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JAMES 4:11-12
11 Do not speak evil against one another, brothers. The one who speaks 

against a brother or judges his brother, 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. 12 There is only one lawgiver and judge, he who is able to save 

and to destroy. But who are you to judge your neighbor?
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 Do you see any contrasts and comparisons?
 4 Is there any imagery running through the text?
 4 Is there anything that surprises you?
 4 Do you observe any conditional (if-then) phrases?
 4 Who are the actors in the text and what is the action taken?
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i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 There are some big connections made in this passage. What are they and  
        how do you understand them?
 4 Why is judgment condemned according to this passage?  
 4 How is this passage informed by Matthew 7:1-6?
 4 Where do you see the Gospel in this passage?

142



appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 Under what circumstances are you most inclined to speak against people?
 4 What comfort or relief do you find in God being the only worthy judge?
 4 What is an area in your life you tend to elevate yourself to become a judge?
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What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
REFLECTIONS
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Go around the circle and pray for one another. You  
can share as a group and then pray or pray right after  
each sharing.

HOMEWORK
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SESS ION  10
If God Wills

149



if God wills.

Here are some famous last words: “It will all go as planned!” Does anything 
ever go completely as planned? Somehow, we convince ourselves that 
planning everything ensures an outcome we are hoping for. How many times 
have you planned, only to have the unforeseen break in and completely 
scuttle your perfect plan?

does  anyth ing  ever  work 
out  accord ing  to  plan?

This reality is why the Ocean’s movies with George Clooney and Brad Pitt 
were so popular. The joy of seeing people create intricate plans that actually 
work out is a vicarious delight to watch unfold. However, thinking we would 
be capable of planning for all possible outcomes puts us in a position of 
arrogance quite similar to the arrogance of judgment James warned us  
about in the previous two verses.
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i s  plann ing  arrogance?

These verses have often been used to speak against planning. They are not 
that. They are an argument against arrogance. We are to plan, but also to 
submit those plans to God with humility and a servant’s heart.
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GETTING 
STARTED
Small Group Discussion

Intentionally gather together 
in a circle (circles are 
important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone 
and that you all can be at the 
same eye level with people, 
close enough to connect). It 
can be a simple check-in, or 
you can dig into one of the 
questions below.

Is there a time you remember 
making a plan which went 
really wrong?

Are you a planner or are you 
a freestyler when it comes to 
your days and your life? Why?

What is your favorite “caper” 
type movie (Thomas Crown, 
Oceans, Italian Job, etc.)?

What is something you are 
planning for in the near future?  
What is your experience of  
the process?
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JAMES 4:13-17
13 Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go into such and 

such a town and spend a year there and trade and make a profit”— 14 yet 

you do not know what tomorrow will bring. What is your life? For you 

are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes. 15 Instead you 

ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.” 16 As it 

is, you boast in your arrogance. All such boasting is evil. 17 So whoever 

knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 Do you see any contrasts and comparisons?
 4 Is there any imagery running through the text?
 4 Is there anything that surprises you?
 4 Do you observe any conditional (if-then) phrases?
 4 Who are the actors in the text and what is the action taken?
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i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 In its context, how do you understand verse 17?
 4 What is the connection between boasting and planning?  Is all planning bad?
 4 Take some time to state this passage in your own words.
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appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 What is something you are planning in the coming weeks or year? How will  
        your planning process change in light of these verse?
 4 How does this passage change the way you see the process of building your  
        weekly or monthly calendar?
 4 How does verse 17 affect your perspective?
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What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
REFLECTIONS
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Go around the circle and pray for one another. You  
can share as a group and then pray or pray right after  
each sharing.

HOMEWORK
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SESS ION  1 1
Words to the Rich

163



words to the rich.

A young man came to probe Jesus for theological wisdom. He asked about 
the cost of following God by way of an inquiry regarding the commandments 
of God. Jesus listed the commandments and the young man enthusiastically 
declared his faithful obedience. He was shocked to then hear Jesus’ follow-up 
comment: Become poor in worldly wealth to gain the treasure of relationship 
with me (Matthew 19:16-22). If you get a chance, read that passage again.  
In it, Jesus calls out the reality of our wealth. It calls us to allegiance  
and obedience.

wealth  competes  for  our  loyalty.

Put yourself to the same test as the young man. Is it more important for you 
to have your stuff or have God? What would you do if Jesus made the same 
statement to you?  It is sobering.
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In this passage, James continues the logic of Jesus’ statement to the young 
man. James follows the reality of wealth. Wealth held tightly for its own good 
leads us into obedience to a false power. When wealth and maintaining our 
position are most important, we are led to take advantage of the poor and 
needy; people Jesus came to die for. The abuse comes through the way we 
employ people, purchase goods and collect our wealth with regard only for 
our own self interest.

While walking with a pastor in the poorest country in Africa, I lamented  
at how difficult life was for so many. Pastor Vasco smiled and softly said  
our lives were harder. My head spun at that statement and he proceeded  
to remind me how insulated, protected and ultimately faithless wealth  
can make us.

This sermon by James with its condemnation for the wealthy and gentle 
words to the poor reflect what I experienced in that Malawian path and  
calls me to find the poverty in my wealth and depend all the more fully  
on Jesus.
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GETTING 
STARTED
Small Group Discussion

Intentionally gather together 
in a circle (circles are 
important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone 
and that you all can be at the 
same eye level with people, 
close enough to connect). It 
can be a simple check-in, or 
you can dig into one of the 
questions below.

What was your first job and 
what did you think of your first 
paycheck and how did you 
spend it?

Has your money ever been a 
trap for you? When and how?
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JAMES 5:1-12
1 Come now, you rich, weep and howl for the miseries that are coming 

upon you. 2 Your riches have rotted and your garments are moth-eaten. 

3 Your gold and silver have corroded, and their corrosion will be evidence 

against you and will eat your flesh like fire. You have laid up treasure in 

the last days. 4 Behold, the wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, 

which you kept back by fraud, are crying out against you, and the cries 

of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. 5 You have 

lived on the earth in luxury and in self-indulgence. You have fattened 

your hearts in a day of slaughter. 6 You have condemned and murdered 

the righteous person. He does not resist you. 7 Be patient, therefore, 

brothers, until the coming of the Lord. See how the farmer waits for the 

precious fruit of the earth, being patient about it, until it receives the 

early and the late rains. 8 You also, be patient. Establish your hearts, for 

the coming of the Lord is at hand. 9 Do not grumble against one another, 

brothers, so that you may not be judged; behold, the Judge is standing 

at the door. 10 As an example of suffering and patience, brothers, take the 

prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. 11 Behold, we consider those 

blessed who remained steadfast. You have heard of the steadfastness 

of Job, and you have seen the purpose of the Lord, how the Lord is 

compassionate and merciful. 12 But above all, my brothers, 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.
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 What strikes you in this passage and is there anything that surprises you? 
 4 Do you see any contrasts and comparisons?
 4 Is there any imagery running through the text?
 4 Do you observe any conditional (if-then) phrases?
 4 Who are the actors in the text and what is the action taken?
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i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 How do you see patience and wealth being connected in this passage?
 4 As a follower of Christ, how do you reconcile this passage and Romans 8:1,  
        considering we are generally wealthy compared to the world population?
 4 What do you make of the sharp turn in this passage? (v. 7)
 4 Where do you see the Gospel in this passage?
 4 How would you summarize this passage?
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appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 Where do you see yourself in this passage?
 4 What part of this passage is most encouraging and which is most convicting  
        for you?
 4 How does this passage affect your financial decision making process?
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What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
REFLECTIONS
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Go around the circle and pray for one another. You  
can share as a group and then pray or pray right after  
each sharing.

HOMEWORK
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SESS ION  12
Following Together

177



following together.

Did you ever send your kid to camp? Remember the first time? The last 
minutes before leaving the house were filled with reminders both of what 
to pack and how to behave. Parents are nervous, expectant and hopeful.  
Usually the kids just want to get out the door.

here  i s  w isdom for 
following  Jesus  i n  commun ity.
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In this final section of James, the apostle is like a parent with his kids going 
to camp. The hopes and expectations are clear in the list of ways we are to 
live together. On an initial read, this section looks like a random passage of 
advice, but it is actually wisdom for following Jesus in community.
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GETTING 
STARTED
Small Group Discussion

Intentionally gather together 
in a circle (circles are 
important, so make sure 
there is room for everyone 
and that you all can be at the 
same eye level with people, 
close enough to connect). It 
can be a simple check-in, or 
you can dig into one of the 
questions below.

What is your favorite piece of 
packing/travel advice?

What is something you tend 
to forget when packing or 
traveling?

What is one “wise word” you 
received in your life and still 
live by?
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JAMES 5:13-20
13 Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let 

him sing praise. 14 Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders 

of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the 

name of the Lord. 15 And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, 

and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be 

forgiven. 16 Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one 

another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has 

great power as it is working. 17 Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, 

and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six 

months it did not rain on the earth. 18 Then he prayed again, and heaven 

gave rain, and the earth bore its fruit. 19 My brothers, if anyone among you 

wanders from the truth and someone brings him back, 20 let him know 

that whoever brings back a sinner from his wandering will save his soul 

from death and will cover a multitude of sins.
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observat ion
As you hear this passage, what are some things you observe?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your observation:
 4 What stands out to you in this passage?
 4 Do you see any contrasts and comparisons?
 4 Is there any imagery used in the text?
 4 Is there anything that surprises you?
 4 Who are the actors in the text and what is the action taken?
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i nterpretat ion
How do you interpret this passage? What does it say to you?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your interpretation:
 4 What is the “therefore” there for in this passage?
 4 How would you summarize this passage?
 4 Where do you see the Gospel in this passage?
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appl icat ion
What is this passage asking of you or calling you to do? How will you apply it?

FEELING STUCK?
Here are some questions you may want to use to help with your application:
 4 Which piece of wisdom from this text is most meaningful to you? Why?
 4 Which part of this passage challenges you most?
 4 What will you put into action in this passage?
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What questions, if any, did the sermon raise for you this week?

What stuck with you from the sermon this week?

SERMON
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How did the message from the weekend help your observation, interpretation or 
application of this passage?

FINALLY
As you close out this time in Scripture, have a few in your circle restate the 
passage in their own words as a way to solidify the text in your minds.
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 4 Read next week’s session’s Weekly Reading Section. 

 4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt questions  
        to make some notes to share when you meet with the group.

Go around the circle and pray for one another. You  
can share as a group and then pray or pray right after  
each sharing.

HOMEWORK
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APPEND IX
Helpful Tools
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about  O . I . A .  i n  more  deta i l
We know God reveals Himself through Scripture. It is His breath, a double-
edged sword and a light unto our path. Nothing can replace being breathed 
on by God, learning to wield this weapon and seeing the light in places long 
hidden in darkness.  

As we approach Scripture in our studies, we will apply the study method 
at the heart of our Foundations Class. The method is Observation, 
Interpretation, Application and its acronym is OIA (or Inductive Bible Study).

Leading OIA can be difficult because we have been setup to miss so much 
in the Bible. Our daily reading patterns and the general nature of education 
cause habits difficult to break for a valuable approach to God’s Word.

Most of us have been trained to interpret what we read as quickly as 
possible. When you read an article in your news feed, there is little or 
no need to stop and observe the patterns, language conventions and 
intentionality of word choice and placement. The writer intends to directly 
and journalistically communicate the facts. When this standard way of writing 
pairs with our general education, we are even more inclined to jump in and 
interpret quickly.
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When we were in school, we were taught to read for facts which support 
conclusions. We were trained to be the masters of the texts we encountered, 
and as we collected information that supported our findings, the clever 
compiler and speedy student got the reward.  

OIA is a process is meant to slow us down and return us to the nature of 
Scripture. It is not a fact book or an article in our newsfeed. It isn’t even 
“great literature.” It is an artistically, Holy Spirit inspired book intended for 
our formation rather than our information. Every word has been placed 
intentionally by our creator God, and so, the structure, patterns and word 
choice call for careful observation before any attempt at interpretation  
is made.

OIA is intended to slow us down to carefully and thoughtfully approach the 
most artistically crafted revelation we could ever encounter. It follows three 
simple steps but the first, while simple is quite difficult to engage and abide in.

STEP 1: OBSERVATION
Scripture is words of ink on paper and at the same time The Word! It is 
compiled and written by God’s chosen people while at the same time 
intentionally and perfectly composed through the Holy Spirit. Observation is 
the methodical approach of taking time to see what is there before deciding 
what the passage means. In observation, the group will look at the passage 
and identify any patterns, peculiar or important word choices or placements, 
images or metaphors used and the like.

Encourage the group to observe what is in the passage while trying not to 
move to “this means” thinking.  Take time to notice words, order, patterns, 
images.  Make a list of those observations for yourself and the group.
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If you’re a small group leader, track those observations and remind the group  
of them as you spur more and deeper conversation. You will also want to engage 
this process for yourself. Many leaders report being startled by discoveries made 
during group observation that they never caught in personal study.

STEP 2: INTERPRETATION
We have a God who wants to be known and who desires to communicate with 
us. He is not trying to hide His truth for only the diligent and persistent to find. At 
the same time, His truth is vast and overwhelmingly complex for small minds. The 
tension between His clear communication and innate complexity means there is 
work to be done to come to clarity around proper interpretation.

In John 14: 6, Jesus says, “I am the way, and the truth and the life.” In the practice 
of interpretation, there is truly only one proper intended meaning of the words 
that are the Word. It is found in the proper understanding of Jesus in all His 
greatness. What a task. As your group works to grasp meanings in the text, it is 
engaged in deeper understanding of “the way, and the truth and the life!”

Leading in this tension is difficult. As your group works in the interpretation 
portion of the study, there will arise several different and sometimes opposing 
interpretations. The rules of thumb for interpretation help at this point of  
the study:

    1. The Bible is God’s intentional communication to you. It is without  
 flaw, and it is personal. Any interpretation which does not maintain the  
 perfection of God’s Word and bring with it personal application is not  
 a good interpretation. Dig deep and interpret in a way that can be  
 applied personally.
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    2. Always consider the context. If I tell you “I had a ball” and I am in  
 the context of a sports field, that statement means an entirely different  
 thing than if I was standing outside Space Mountain at Disneyland.  
 It would mean something entirely different again if I looked a little  
 weary and disheveled speaking this sentence while in a tuxedo outside a  
 palace. Context determines so much of the meaning of what is spoken,  
 and a good interpretation never ignores and always incorporates context.

    3. Always consider the plain and obvious meaning. An example of  
 a common failure at this stage occurs in the Sermon on the Mount when  
 Jesus says to his disciples, “If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off.”  
 (Matt. 5:30) People quickly jump to: “Jesus didn’t honestly mean that!” and  
 “Why aren’t there more one-handed Christians in the world?” Just as those  
 phrases are thought or spoken, we move quickly to ignore the plain and  
 obvious meaning. What if Jesus was speaking literally? He was. So, if he  
 is speaking literally, I have to ask the question: “Did my hand ‘cause’ the  
 sin?” The truth is my hand did not cause the sin but my sinful heart with  
 its sinful desires. I need to cut out my heart. I need a heart transplant  
 and guess what? I get one as a new creation in Christ! (Ezekiel 36:26)

    4. Always interpret the Bible with the Bible. Who is the best  
 interpreter of their words? It is always the person who spoke them.  
 Other circumstances can be helpful but hearing from that person  
 other clarifying words is the most reliable way to achieve a proper  
 interpretation. The same is true with Scripture. It is God-breathed,  
 and right interpretation looks to what God has said and done in  
 other places to know what He means in the passage studied.
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STEP 3: APPLICATION
Application is our response to what we have heard from God. Where our 
interpretation moves toward clear, singular meaning, an application is distinctly 
personal and often different for everyone in the circle. There is a significant heart 
issue here. If people in your group have not come with hearts open to hear what 
God has to say, it will be difficult for them to come to a genuine application for 
themselves. At the same time, this is not a point for discouragement. God’s Word 
is a double-edged sword which can break through a hard heart. Personalizing 
the interpretation and making it honestly applicable is the challenge here. Deep 
application will require safety and a connected group environment. Have patience 
as this builds over time.
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