


COLLEGE CONNECTION
SPRING 2024

Greetings Small Group Hosts & Co-Leaders!!

Welcome to a new semester of Small Group ministry together! This semester is going to be an
amazing journey together as we study the very practical, yet deeply theological NT book of
James. This book is so helpful when it comes to applying important theological principles to
everyday situations in life. In many ways, James brings us to that “rubber meets the road” point
in Christian living. We believe this study will benefit your Christian journey in many ways.

Having spent the fall semester in the OT book of 1 Samuel, we will be jumping into our time
machines to fast forward nearly 1200 years as we study James. The reason for this quantum leap
is that we want students to encounter the whole counsel of God’s Word. Studying an OT
narrative is very different from studying a NT epistle. It is our hope that this study will guide you
through the unique characteristics of an epistle and you will walk away understanding how to
engage this critical genre of the Bible.

This leader guide is intended to resource you as facilitators of this study. Your role is not to be
the “Bible Answer Man/Woman,” but rather, to encourage two important aspects of small group
Bible study: discovery and discussion. We hope you will keep these foremost in your mind as
you lead your groups. Our goal is for students to discover the truth of God’s Word through
guided study questions and, in turn, discuss it together as a group, leading to rich life
transformation.

In this leader guide, you will find study resources and scheduling plans to hopefully answer your
questions about the semester ahead. If you have any questions, as always, please feel free to
reach out and we’ll do all we can to assist you.

Finally, we would like to say a special thank you to each of you who host and/or co-lead one of
our small groups! This ministry would absolutely not have the impact it does without your
energy, effort, and love for the Lord and the students He has given us. You are an invaluable
resource to this church and to the Kingdom of Christ! It is a joy to hear stories of how God is
using you to bless college students week in and week out.

Blessings on your group!

College Ministry Team
Alliance Bible Fellowship
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Studying James
CC – Spring 2024

Welcome to Spring 2024 and our study of the book of James! It’s going to be an exciting
semester of discovery and discussion in God’s Word together. In this training, we will cover a
number of important points that will prepare our students to engage with God’s Word. It is also
our hope that the following information will prove helpful to you as a group leader as well. On
that note – thank you so much for your faithful investment in the lives of our students and in
Christ’s Kingdom work. Let’s dive in!

Why study the book of James?
One of the best Bible teachers today, Alistair Begg, has a radio teaching ministry called Truth for
Life. When the program opens, the narrator begins by saying, “Truth for life…where the learning
is for living.” That little tagline is spot on! The real point of God speaking to man through His
Word is so that we’ll learn who He is, and in turn, our learning about Him would translate to
truly living for Him! This is the essence of the book of James – practical to the core, but rooted
in the very nature of God Himself. This book covers key themes such as joy in trials, facing
temptations, the sin of favoritism, how we use our words, and many others! But it all comes back
to the essence of real faith!

What is the goal of this study?
You can study any book of the Bible from various angles and glean certain takeaways based on
your particular reason for studying. Our specific goal for this study is to discover the essence of
REAL FAITH. When we face times of testing and temptation – when we’re making plans for the
future – when we need wisdom to navigate a tricky turn in life… what difference does our
Christian faith really make?We hope by the end of this study you will be able to give an answer
to this important question!

Introductory Matters
There are many good Bible book overviews out there to consult. A few I’d recommend include:

- The Message of the NT (Mark Dever); The Bible from 30,000 Feet (Skip Heitzig);
MacArthur Study Bible or MacArthur Bible Commentary; Wiersbe Bible Commentary
(good outline and simple summaries); ESV or CSB Study Bibles.
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Outline1
I. Greeting (1:1)
II. The Testing of Faith (1:2-18)
III. Hearing and Doing the Word (1:19-27)
IV. The Sin of Partiality (2:1-13)
V. Faith without Works is Dead (2:14-26)
VI. Taming the Tongue (3:1-12)
VII. Wisdom from Above (3:13-18)
VIII. Warning against Worldliness (4:1-12)
IX. Boasting about Future Plans (4:13-17)
X. Trusting in Riches (5:1-6)
XI. Patience in Suffering (5:7-12)
XII. Praying in Faith (5:13-20)

Helpful Timeline of Important Dates2 [all dates are A.D.]
● 33 – Death, resurrection of Christ
● 33 – James, brother of Jesus, becomes a believer
● 36/37 – James sees Paul in Jerusalem
● 40-45 – James writes his letter3

● 48-49 – Apostolic Council in Jerusalem4

● 57 – Paul visits James in Jerusalem
● 62 – James is martyred for his faith

Title
The book (of letter) of James is considered a general epistle. Typically this means there is no
specific audience addressed. However, in 1:1, we find James addressing the twelve tribes in the
Dispersion. We will discuss the meaning of the term dispersion later, but for now, know that
James’s audience was much wider than the NT epistles written to specific congregations in
various cities.

Author
The early church was in agreement that James, the half-brother of Jesus, is the author of
this letter.5 This is amazing, considering he did not believe his brother to be the Messiah

5 Robert L. Plummer, James, vol. XII, ESV Expository Commentary (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018), 221.

4 James was a key figure at this council. As an elder of the church in Jerusalem, he supported Paul’s
teaching of salvation by grace through faith, rather than requiring grace + circumcision.

3 Some commentators, such as MacArthur, have James writing his letter around 44-49.
2 ESV Study Bible, p. 2389.
1 Portions of this outline are taken from the ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2008), 2389-2390.
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initially! It is also significant because the testimony of those living at the time of writing
would have firsthand knowledge of the letter’s origin and be able to vouch for its
authenticity.

One of the confusing issues surrounding the authorship of this book is the fact that
there were four, perhaps five, key figures in the early church named James!6 However,
based on the content, style, and timing of the letter (which all matched an author from the
Jewish Christian Church), we are confident that Jesus’ half-brother authored the letter.

James’s authorship brings up another interesting matter as well. In the introduction
to his letter, James never attempts any sort of “name-dropping,” as if he were trying to
impress readers that he could’ve shared a room with the Messiah growing up. In fact, his
introduction is simple, humbled, and genuinely convinced of his brother’s Messiahship.
We see this in the way he refers to himself in 1:1 as “a servant of God and of the Lord
Jesus Christ.” You would have to be fairly convinced of your brother’s deity to call
yourself his servant! This is exactly what James does here.

James played a critical role in steering the early church away from adding
law-keeping (specifically circumcision) to the gospel message. Having become
convinced of Jesus’ Messiahship and His gospel message, James would eventually give
up his life as a martyr in the year 62 A.D.

Date
An interesting omission in James’s letter is the specific mention of Gentiles, Gentile churches, or
any issue related to Gentiles joining the Jewish church.7 Also absent is any mention of the
Jerusalem Council (approx. A.D. 49), which dealt with the issue of the necessity of circumcision
for salvation. These factors would seem to indicate that the church at that time was still very
Jewish in its participation and flavor, not having encountered Gentile concerns. If James wrote
this letter before the influx of Gentiles in the church and before the Council in Jerusalem, it
would have been written in the mid-40s. This would make James’s letter the first book written in
the NT.8

Background & Setting
Any study of the background of this letter requires an acknowledgment of its Jewish nature.
James’s letter begins by addressing “the twelve tribes in the dispersion” (1:1). As Doerksen
points out, the phrase “twelve tribes” is intended to include the entire Jewish nation.9 James’s
mention of their “assembly” (lit. synagogue), along with references to the Royal Law (2:8)10,
indicates that ethnic Jews who have trusted in Jesus as Messiah and Savior are James’s intended

10 Ibid., 9.
9 Vernon Doerksen, Everyman’s Bible Commentary: James (Chicago, IL: Moody, 1983), 9.
8 Ibid., 5.
7 John F. MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary: James (Chicago, IL: Moody, 1998), 5.

6 Charles R. Swindoll, Swindoll’s Living Insights New Testament Commentary: James, 1 & 2 Peter (Carol
Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2014), 7.
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audience. James’s audience was Christian Jews.11 But who are these ethnic, believing Jews living
in the dispersion? And what is the dispersion?

When you think of the phrase ‘dispersion,’ think of the adjective dispersed. If something
is dispersed, it means it’s spread out over a great distance. This is what took place with the
Jewish people in 722 and 587 BC. The Assyrians carried the Northern Kingdom away into exile
in 722 BC and the Babylonians did the same to the Southern Kingdom in 587. Not every Jew
returned home to the land after the Exile. For the ones who did return to Jerusalem, another
scattering took place in Acts 8 at the martyring of Stephen. Many were scattered throughout the
Roman Empire, earning them the label “the Dispersion.”12

What’s the big deal with being scattered?! Being scattered away from their homeland
meant that they did not enjoy the privileges and opportunities that came with being home. They
were mistreated by Gentiles and often looked down upon by fellow Jews. According to some
sources, they were even considered lower than a Roman slave in some locations.13 Facing trials
that required wisdom and faith was part of daily life for these folks. In a culture that is
increasingly hostile to Christianity, we face many of the same challenges today. James was
written to Jewish believers living in the 1st century, but it is also for us today.

Purpose
As mentioned above, these Jewish believers had fallen on hard times. James’s purpose in writing
this letter was to encourage and exhort these scattered believers to keep on keeping on in the
faith. Swindoll writes:

“When James wrote this letter, Jewish communities had already been established
throughout the Roman world as a result of numerous exiles from the Holy Land….
Roman Emperor Claudius persecuted the Jews of Rome and drove them from the city.
Jewish businesses were boycotted. Jewish children were mocked and thrown out of
schools. Times were harsh and life was grim…. Many of these men and women found
themselves in a social and religious limbo…. In this context of suffering, confusion, and
defection, it is not surprising that James writes a letter of strong exhortation. Remember,
this letter was not a doctrinal treatise, [and] not a defense of the gospel regarding the
person and work of Christ…. Instead, James penned a letter about authentic faith lived
out in a real world [emphasis added].”14

14 Swindoll, 13-14.
13 The Jeremiah Study Bible, NIV (Franklin, TN: Worthy Publishing, 2016), 1,767.
12 Doerksen, 13-14.
11 Warren W. Wiersbe, The Wiersbe Bible Commentary (Colorado Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2007), 849.
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Theological Themes
Unfortunately, the NT letter of James has been unfairly criticized at times.15 Due to the very
practical concerns it addresses, some have acted as if those concerns are not founded upon solid
Christian theological beliefs. Nothing could be further from the truth! A brief study of James’s
importance to the early church reveals that he was essential in steering away from a works-based
salvation (i.e., that circumcision was required in addition to faith).

The ESV Study Bible states that the primary theme of this letter is “living out one’s faith, being a
doer and not just a hearer of the word.”16 Other key theological themes are present in this letter
as well. These would include:17

● God’s purposes in trials
● Seeking godly wisdom
● Resisting temptation
● God’s care for the poor and His hatred of favoritism toward the rich
● Importance of godly speech
● Reality that Christian works (i.e., living out your faith) are essential evidence of true faith
● Need for repentance from sin
● Being prayerful and patient in times of suffering

**One highly significant issue raised in the study of James’s letter is the supposed contradiction
between James and Paul on the issue of justification. These two NT writers are sometimes pitted
against each other on this critical issue, however, as Plummer notes: “Much apparent tension
dissolves when one notes that Paul and James are addressing different theological errors. Paul
attacks the false doctrine that salvation can be obtained through obeying the law…. James, on the
other hand, attacks nominal Christianity, which intellectually affirms orthodox faith but displays
no transformed life.”18 Where Paul would say you can’t work for true salvation, James would
agree, and add that true salvation shows itself by the way we live after coming to Christ.

Literary Genre
The book of James has an interesting literary makeup. It is classified as a general epistle since
the audience is not a specific location, but a wide swath of believers throughout the Empire. The
word epistle simply means a letter. As you read and interpret James, remember you are studying
a letter. The normal, natural way to read a letter is not to dissect it first, but to take it as a whole.
The parts make up the whole, to be sure, but do not lose sight of the format in which this book
was composed. It is crucial to interpret each genre of Scripture according to its unique “rules.”

It is worth noting that this letter takes a unique shape after the standard opening we
expect from an epistle. The content of James is organized much like the organization of the

18 Ibid., 223.
17 Plummer, 222..
16 ESV Study Bible, 2,387.

15 MacArthur references Martin Luther’s famous, but uncharitable, comments regarding James’s letter.
Luther did not question its inspiration by the Spirit, but still, he regarded it as a ‘rather strawy epistle.’ This
unhelpful designation has somewhat “stuck” to the letter in the minds of some. But it is imperative that we take this
letter on its own merit and allow James to address those purposes for which he wrote. While it is not a theological
anthology, we must remember it was not intended to be such.
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Proverbs in the OT.19 James shifts from theme to theme in fairly quick succession. This has led
some to question whether James’s letter is a lightly edited synagogue sermon.20 This does not
affect the truth of James’s letter in the least, however, because a simple reading reveals common
themes found in Jesus’s teaching (e.g., themes addressed in His Sermon on the Mount). It would
do us much good to remember that Jesus’s teaching was deeply theological, and yet, always
practical. Both Jesus and his half-brother James remind us that it is unhelpful and biblically
inaccurate to attempt to divide theology from daily living.

Interpretive Challenges
See above notes on audience, theological themes, and genre.

**Also see the information at the end of this leader guide. It comes from IVP’s work entitled
“Hard Sayings of the Bible” by Kaiser, Davids, Bruce, and Brauch.

20 Plummer, 223.
19 ESV Study Bible, 2,389.
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LEARNING TO STUDY YOUR BIBLE – THREE VITAL STEPS21

1. Observe: What Does It Say?
The first step is observation (or perhaps better, comprehension). Whenever we open God’s Word,
our most fundamental task is simply to see what’s there. The good news is that observation isn’t
complicated. It mainly consists of reading slowly and carefully in order to gather the basic facts
of who, what, where, and when. Good questions to bear in mind include:

● Are there any repeated words or ideas?
● Who is speaking or writing?
● To whom are they speaking or writing?
● Who are the main characters?
● Where is this taking place?
● Are there words that show chronology?
● Are there contrasts, comparisons, or conditional statements?
● What is the logical progression in the author’s argument?
● Are there words that indicate atmosphere, mood, and emotion? Figures of speech?
● What are the section divisions and linking words?
● What don’t I understand here?

Biblical observation doesn’t have to be some drawn-out, laborious process. You don’t need to
consciously ask and answer each question. The more you engage the Bible, the more alert you’ll
become to such things. (By the way, it’s best to work through whole books of the Bible from
beginning to end, rather than adopting a “popcorn” approach that ignores context and bounces
randomly from one passage to another.)

2. Interpret: What Does It Mean?
The next step is interpretation. You’ve considered what the passage says, but what does it mean?
It may help to ask questions like:

● Does the surrounding context clarify any confusing words or phrases? (It’s wise to
examine the “nearest” context—other verses in the same chapter or other chapters in the
same book—before consulting “farther” passages or outside resources.)

● How would I paraphrase this passage in my own words?
● Why did the biblical author write this particular passage? Why did he feel it necessary to

include?
● Is my interpretation consistent with what I noticed in the observation stage, or is it too

dependent on a few details?
● Do other passages of Scripture fill out my interpretation? (The saying “Let Scripture

interpret Scripture” reminds us to let clearer passages shed light on more complex
verses.)

● Where does this passage fall in redemptive history? How does it fit within the Bible’s
teaching as a whole?

21 Taken from an article entitled, “How to Study Your Bible in 2020.” December 30, 2019, Matt Smethurst.
Only edits involve layout adaptations. Original article may be found at
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/how-to-study-bible/.
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Shortly after his resurrection, as described in Luke 24, Jesus encounters two men and explains
the most vital secret to Bible study: the entire thing is about him: Jesus said to them, “How
foolish you are, and how slow to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Messiah
have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the
Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. (Luke
24:25–27). But it wasn’t just after his resurrection that Jesus spoke this way. During his earthly
ministry, he explained to the local “Bible experts” his central place in the great story:
You study the Scriptures diligently because you think that in them you have eternal life. These
are the very Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life. . . . If you
believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me. (John 5:39–40, 46). It’s one thing
to know Bible stories; it’s another to know the story of the Bible. It’s one thing to be aware of the
story’s many heroes; it’s another to know the Hero himself. It’s been stated that the Old
Testament is “Jesus Christ concealed,” and the New Testament is “Jesus Christ revealed.” From
beginning to end, the storyline of Scripture looks forward to and finds its final resolution in
God’s redeeming Son (John 1:45; 8:56; 12:16; 2 Cor. 1:20; 1 Peter 1:10–12; Acts 13:27; 13:29;
28:23).

Here is a simple framework, gleaned from a pastor named Tommy Nelson, that has helped me
interpret all of Scripture with the Savior in view:

● Old Testament: Anticipation
● Gospels: Manifestation
● Acts: Proclamation
● Epistles: Explanation
● Revelation: Consummation

It’s worth noting that once you’ve interpreted as best you can, it’s often useful to consult an
outside study aide such as a commentary or Bible dictionary. Though never replacements for
Scripture, such tools can be great supplements. (To start I’d recommend the ESV Study Bible,
the New Bible Commentary, and the New Dictionary of Biblical Theology.)

3. Apply: How Should I Respond?
After observation and interpretation comes application. This is the ultimate goal of Bible study.
In the first two stages you study the text; now the text studies you. To quit prematurely, before
applying what you observe and interpret, is like chewing without swallowing.
The Bible itself is clear about the importance of moving through understanding to obedience
(Matt. 7:24–27; John 13:17; James 1:22; 2 Tim. 3:16–17). Helpful questions to ponder at this
stage include:

● What’s something I learned about God—his character, his plan, his priorities, his
promises, his desires, his ways?

● What’s something I learned about myself? My neighbor? The world?
● What’s the “fallen condition” on display in this passage (i.e., what aspect of human sin or

brokenness is most evident)? How about the “redemptive solution” (i.e., what aspect of
God’s grace is most evident)?

● How does the gospel—the stunning news of what God accomplished in the life, death,
and resurrection of Jesus to reconcile rebels to himself—affect my understanding of this
passage? Conversely, how does this passage illumine my understanding of the gospel?

10



● How do I need to change my thinking or living based on what I’ve learned?
● How should I be praying in light of this passage?
● Is there an encouragement or promise here that I need to meditate on?
● What implications does this passage have for the way I engage my unbelieving friends?
● How does this passage apply to my brothers and sisters in Christ? How does it speak to

our life together as a church?

Take the Plunge
What does this Scripture passage say? That’s observation.
What does it mean? That’s interpretation.
How should I (or we) respond? That’s application.

A Few Extras:
When studying any passage, three questions are key:

1. What do I see? [Observation]
2. What does it mean? [Interpretation]
3. What do I/we need to do? [Application]

Remember – the focus of these groups is Discovery & Discussion!!
You don’t have to know everything or have all the answers. The goal is to foster environments
and attitudes of discovery and discussion in the group.

Let’s all assume the attitude/posture of a LEARNER – not a KNOWER!

Meeting in Living Rooms for a purpose…

Recommended Resource List:
● ESV Study Bible
● The Message of the NT – Mark Dever
● Wiersbe NT Commentary [free PDF available online]
● MacArthur Bible Commentary
● NIV Application Commentary
● Everyman’s Bible Commentary: James – Vernon Doerksen
● Swindoll’s Living Insights: James, 1 & 2 Peter (in one vol.)
● The Bible Knowledge Commentary: James – Walvoord & Zuck
● The IVP Bible Background Commentary (2nd ed.) – Craig Keener
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ALLIANCE BIBLE FELLOWSHIP

COLLEGE CONNECTION

1035 NC Highway 105 Bypass
Boone, NC 28607
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