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B E F O R E  Y O U  S T A RT

How to Use This
One reading a day for nine days. Each one takes five to

seven minutes.

Start with the anchor verse at the top of the page. Read the

day straight through. Then stop at the two questions at the

end and give them a minute before you close the book.

They aren’t a test. They’re there to help you notice what

the passage is showing you.

Each day ends with one line to carry into the rest of your

day, and links if you want to go further: the full article on-

line, a verse study where one exists, and Ask Grace for the

questions this raises.

Reading with a group? The guide at the back turns the

nine days into three conversations.

This book is free. Send it to anyone you think needs it: a

friend, your small group, the person who handed you

James like a rulebook.
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D A Y  1  ·  5 - M I N U T E  R E A D

How to Hear James
Before We Read James
The Posture to Bring Before the First Famous Verse

A N C H O R  V E R S E

Of His own will He brought us forth by
the word of truth, that we might be a
kind of firstfruits of His creatures.
J A M E S  1 : 1 8  N K J V

For a lot of grace-minded believers, James is the book

they approach a little nervously.

It’s one of the most quoted letters in the New

Testament and one of the most misread, and the unease

usually arrives as a set of quiet questions. Is James cor-

recting grace? Is he adding works back onto faith? Is he

contradicting Paul?



Those questions aren’t unreasonable, and they don’t

come from nowhere. There’s a sentence in this letter

that appears to say the opposite of Romans, in words

nobody can soften.

You see then that a man is justified by works, and not

by faith only.

J A M E S  2 : 2 4  N K J V

Anyone who has read Paul is entitled to stop there.

We’ll take that verse on its own terms on Day 5, where it

belongs, and the short version is that James and Paul are

answering two different questions rather than trading

positions on one. What makes it read like a contradic-

tion in the first place is meeting it without knowing

who James is writing to or what the letter is doing, and

that’s the part to settle first.

Who Is Receiving This Letter
James tells us in his first line. He writes to the twelve

tribes which are scattered abroad (James 1:1), and a

chapter later he refers to their gathering with the ordi-

nary Greek word for a synagogue. These are Jewish be-

lievers, displaced, mostly poor, being dragged into court

by wealthy landowners, and quarreling with each other



in the meetings. James writes to them in the register of

Jewish wisdom literature, which is why he sounds more

like Proverbs than like Romans.

And he tells us what he assumes about them:

Of His own will He brought us forth by the word of

truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of His
creatures.

J A M E S  1 : 1 8  N K J V

Before a single hard saying arrives, James has located his

readers as people God has already birthed. Their right-

eousness is settled, which is why he never argues for it.

His concern lies somewhere else entirely: not how a per-

son is saved, but where a believer’s trust has actually

landed.

The Question Driving the Whole Letter
Because these are people who genuinely confess Jesus as

Lord and still quietly lean on the old familiar supports

for their security. Law. Status. Control. Money. Their

own effort. Their belief is sincere and their dependence

is split, and the question running under every chapter is

not “do you believe?” but something more searching.

Has that belief become trust, or is it still sitting at the

level of agreement?



That’s why his examples are so relentlessly practical.

Trials, speech, favoritism, conflict, wealth, prayer. At a

glance it reads like a checklist of behaviors to fix. Every

one of them is a window. Ordinary situations reveal

what a heart is leaning on, because when the pressure of

a trial hits, or money is on the line, or a conversation

turns tense, the polished version of us slips and some-

thing more honest shows through.

Why James Isn’t the Sermon on the Mount
This is where a reader who has followed our work on

Matthew 5 may feel a seam, so let’s name it.

When Jesus preached on that hillside, He was speaking

to Israel under Moses, before the cross, and He was

magnifying the Law until nobody in the crowd could

offer outward restraint as proof of inward perfection.

That sermon closes a door on purpose.

James sounds similar in places, and he’s doing some-

thing different, because his readers are standing some-

where different. He writes after the resurrection, to peo-

ple he has just described as brought forth by the word of

truth. The same searching language that exposes a per-

son outside the covenant describes a person inside it.

One tells you the house cannot be entered by climbing.

The other assumes you live there and asks what you’re

leaning on in the hallway.



Why These Nine Days Focus on the
Famous Verses
James’s best-known lines are his most misused ones.

Count it all joy. Be doers of the word. Faith without

works is dead. Lift any of them out of the flow of the

letter and it hardens into a bar to clear.

Read the way James meant them, they function as mir-

rors. They show you what you’re already trusting rather

than instructing you to earn what is yours. That

changes how a phrase like “faith without works is dead”

lands. James isn’t saying works are the price of salvation

or the thing that completes it. He’s saying that living

trust shows, the way anything alive does.

None of which makes the letter comfortable, and it

shouldn’t. James asks his readers to hold their tongues,

to seat the poor man well, to go back to a brother who

has wandered off. A believer whose standing is entirely

secure can still find every one of those genuinely costly.

What changes is the reason for doing them, and the rea-

son is that the standing came first.

One Question for All Nine Days
So as we move through James together over these nine

days, adjust the question you bring. The instinct is to

ask, “What should I do about this?” The better one is,



“What is this revealing in me?” Then let the first ques-

tion follow, which it will.

Understand James on his own terms and something

surprising happens. He stops sounding like a rival to

grace and starts sounding like its protector, guarding it

against the quiet illusion that we can agree with the

truth while resting our weight somewhere else.

S I T  W I T H  T H I S

1. Before today, what did you expect James to say to

you? Where did that expectation come from?

2. James calls his readers people God has already

brought forth. How would you read the rest of this

letter if you started from there?

C A R R Y  T H I S

You already live in the house. James only asks
what you’re leaning on in the hallway.

G O  D E E P E R

Read Day 1 online

Ask Grace a question about James

https://www.graceanswers.com/articles/how-to-hear-james-before-we-read-james?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-1
https://www.graceanswers.com/ask?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-1


D A Y  2  ·  7 - M I N U T E  R E A D

Count It All Joy
Count Is Not Feel, and This Is Not Punishment

A N C H O R  V E R S E

My brethren, count it all joy when you
fall into various trials, knowing that the
testing of your faith produces patience.
J A M E S  1 : 2 – 3  N K J V

There’s a particular kind of guilt that shows up when a

believer reads James 1. You’re in the middle of some-

thing hard, a diagnosis, a layoff, a marriage that has

gone quiet, and someone hands you this verse like a

bandage.

My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various
trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces

patience.

J A M E S  1 : 2 - 3  N K J V

Instead of comfort, you feel accused. Because you aren’t

joyful, you’re exhausted, and now on top of the pain

you’re carrying a suspicion that a more mature believer

would somehow be smiling through this.



That guilt comes from a misreading that has followed

the verse around for generations. The line has been used

to spiritualize suffering, to hurry grief along, and to sug-

gest that strong faith should feel upbeat under pressure.

When people can’t manufacture the feeling, they con-

clude something is broken in them. Nothing is. “Count

it all joy” means something closer to bookkeeping than

to cheerfulness. James wants you to assess what the trial

is doing, and it’s showing you where your faith was rest-

ing all along. The patience it produces is Christ’s own

patience, already in you and surfacing under pressure.

Count Is Not Feel
Look at the actual instruction. James doesn’t say feel
joy. He says count it, and counting is an assessment

rather than an emotion. It’s what you do when you step

back and evaluate what something is worth and what

it’s doing. Beyond merely surviving a trial, James is ask-

ing his readers to interpret it.

And what a trial reveals is most of the point. Trials

don’t create faith out of nothing; they surface where

faith has already been placed. The word translated test-

ing doesn’t picture God putting you on the stand to see

whether you’ll pass; it pictures pressure doing what

pressure does.

https://www.graceanswers.com/articles/is-god-testing-me?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-2


What Pressure Uncovers
Think about how weight tests a structure. Load a beam

and the weight reveals what it was resting on all along,

without making it sound or unsound. If it was solid,

the load proves it; if it was compromised, the load finds

the flaw.

Trials work that way on a person. When life presses in,

the things you were quietly leaning on start to show

themselves. The backup plan in your back pocket. The

sense of control you thought you had. The confidence

in your own competence, your income, your ability to

fix things.

James does say the testing produces patience. Look at

who he makes responsible for the producing: the sub-

ject of that verb is the testing. It isn’t God. James de-

scribes what happens to a person under load without as-

signing anyone the job of applying the load, and that

distinction is the whole difference between a God who

shows you what you were standing on and a God who

arranges your losses in order to improve you.



What does James 1:2-4 mean by “let
patience have its perfect work”?

But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be

perfect and complete, lacking nothing.

J A M E S  1 : 4  N K J V

You’ve heard the warning that if you pray for patience

your car will break down. Some carry it further and de-

cide they lost the house because God was teaching them

something. There’s something to learn from everything

you do, and the Spirit can show you what to do better

next time, but the loss wasn’t His lesson plan. The pa-

tience that holds you under a trial is the fruit of the

Spirit, Christ’s own life in you, carried the way a branch

carries what the vine produces. You don’t wake up and

work on patience any more than you work on growing

your fingernails. So “let patience have its perfect work”

reads less like an assignment and more like permission.

That patience is patient waiting, running the race set

before you with endurance, looking unto Jesus. A trial

gives it room to work, and “lacking nothing” describes a

person whose trust has stopped shopping for a backup.



Why That Can Be Counted as Joy
Without romanticizing hardship or telling you pain is

pleasant, James is naming clarity, and clarity is a gift

even when it arrives at a cost. When pressure strips the

illusions, the competing sources of security lose some of

their grip, and what remains is whatever your faith was

truly resting on. That’s a mercy, even wrapped in loss.

There’s a real stability in undivided trust, and it’s a nar-

rower thing than it sounds. It doesn’t mean your body

stops reacting, or that grief gets shorter, or that a settled

believer stops feeling afraid. Anxiety is not a readout of

how much you trust God. What settles is the question

underneath the fear, and a person who has stopped ask-

ing it in the middle of the night has been given some-

thing real.

The Verse That Sounds Like a Reward
Before going further there’s a sentence a few lines down

that sounds like the whole thing is a performance after

all.

Blessed is the man who endures temptation; for when

he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life

which the Lord has promised to those who love Him.
J A M E S  1 : 1 2  N K J V



Endure, be approved, receive. That reads like a wage

scale, and it’s the verse most often used to turn this pas-

sage into one.

But the word behind “approved” is the metallurgist’s

word, the same family as the “testing” back in verse 3. It

means tested and found to be genuine, the way an as-

sayer confirms what the metal was without improving

it. And notice who the crown is promised to: those who

love Him. That’s a description of believers, not a tier

they climb into. James is saying the thing held out to

you is held out to people who are His, and that endur-

ing is what trusting looks like when it’s carrying some-

thing heavy.

When He Says God Tempts No One
James takes one more thing off the table.

Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am tempted by
God”; for God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does He

Himself tempt anyone.

J A M E S  1 : 1 3  N K J V

Whatever you’re in the middle of, God is not the one

enticing you toward evil in it, and He isn’t the author of

the harm. That closes the door on the worst thought



available to a suffering believer, which is that this is be-

ing done to him on purpose, as correction, by someone

keeping score.

What that verse doesn’t say is that God is absent. Four

verses on, James tells them plainly not to be deceived,

and then writes that every good gift and every perfect gift

is from above, and comes down from the Father of lights,

with whom there is no variation or shadow of turning

(James 1:16-17). The deception he has in mind is the

one a suffering person is most vulnerable to, which is

the suspicion that the hard thing came down from the

same hand as the good ones. He gives, and He doesn’t

vary in it, and He is with you in a room He did not

arrange.

None of which makes endurance easy. Enduring is not

passive, and a believer who is entirely secure in Christ

can still find it exhausting to keep standing in the same

place while nothing changes. Security doesn’t promise

that standing will feel light, but it’s what makes the

standing possible.

Why James Opens Here
He begins the letter at this spot because it’s where faith

is most honest, where pretense burns off and reliance

shows itself, and he opens with no demand to try

harder, only a request to notice.



Underneath every trial there’s a question, and we usu-

ally assume the wrong one. We think the question is

whether you can be strong enough to get through this.

James has been pointing at a different one the whole

time: what you’re leaning on, now that leaning on

something has become unavoidable. For a believer that

was settled long before the trial arrived. Christ finished

the work your standing rests on, so when the weight

comes and everything else gives way, what’s left holding

you was holding you the whole time.

S I T  W I T H  T H I S

1. What hard thing are you carrying right now? When

you step back and count it, what has it shown you

about where you were leaning?

2. Have you ever felt that a stronger believer would be

smiling through what you’re facing? What do verses

13 and 17 say to that feeling?

C A R R Y  T H I S

Count is not feel. You can hurt and still see
what’s holding you.

G O  D E E P E R

Read Day 2 online

Verse study on this passage

Ask Grace a question about James

https://www.graceanswers.com/articles/count-it-all-joy?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-2
https://study.graceanswers.com/verse/james-1-2-4?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-2
https://www.graceanswers.com/ask?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-2


D A Y  3  ·  5 - M I N U T E  R E A D

Ask God for Wisdom
Wisdom for the Storm, and the Line That Makes People

Nervous

A N C H O R  V E R S E

If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask
of God, who gives to all liberally and
without reproach, and it will be given to
him.
J A M E S  1 : 5  N K J V

You’ve prayed about the decision. More than once. And

somewhere in the middle of praying about it, you no-

ticed the other option is still sitting open in a browser

tab you haven’t closed in nine days.

That tab is why this passage is hard.

Most of us were handed James 1:6 as a lesson about

confidence. Ask God for wisdom, the teaching goes,

but ask without wavering, because a wavering prayer

doesn’t get answered. Meaning that the moment you

notice uncertainty in yourself, you’ve spoiled the re-

quest. So people pray, feel unsure, then pray about feel-

ing unsure, and the whole thing turns into a test of how

convinced you can make yourself sound.



It’s a fair reading of the words on the surface, and it has

a verse standing right behind it.

The Sentence That Makes This Sting

But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for he who

doubts is like a wave of the sea driven and tossed by the

wind. For let not that man suppose that he will receive

anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man,
unstable in all his ways.

J A M E S  1 : 6 - 8  N K J V

James really does say that a certain kind of asker

shouldn’t expect to receive anything from the Lord.

So the question is what kind of person James has in

view. He gives us the answer in a word he appears to

have coined himself.

The Word James Seems to Have Coined
The word is dipsychos, double-minded, and literally

two-souled. It shows up almost nowhere in Greek litera-

ture before James, and he uses it twice. The second time

is the one that settles its meaning:

Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your

hearts, you double-minded.

J A M E S  4 : 8  N K J V



Look at the company it keeps there. James 4 is the chap-

ter about friendship with the world, about wanting two

things at once, about asking God while holding on to

another source of security. The double-minded person

in chapter 4 has two loyalties rather than two feelings.

That’s the same person in chapter 1. Not someone

wrestling. Someone hedging.

There’s a real difference between the two, and most of

us have been taught to confuse them. Honest wrestling

is a person bringing their whole weight to God and

finding the waiting hard. Hedging is a person bringing a

request to God with one hand while the other hand

keeps its grip on the backup. The first is faith under

strain. The second is a request that hasn’t quite been

made yet.

What the Wave Is Doing
James reaches for the sea to describe it, and the image

isn’t about emotion.

A wave has no position of its own. It isn’t weak, and it

isn’t confused; it simply has nothing underneath it to

hold a place. Whatever the wind is doing at the mo-

ment, the wave is doing. Ask a wave where it stands and

the question doesn’t land, because standing isn’t some-

thing a wave does.



A person asking God for direction while keeping an-

other foundation ready is in that position. Not because

their feelings are unstable, but because there’s nothing

underneath the request to give it a location. Wisdom ar-

rives and finds nowhere to land.

Why Verse 7 Isn’t About God’s Reluctance
That brings us back to the hard sentence. James says

such a person shouldn’t suppose he’ll receive anything,

and he says it plainly. But notice what he ruled out two

verses earlier.

If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who

gives to all liberally and without reproach, and it will

be given to him.
J A M E S  1 : 5  N K J V

God’s disposition is settled before the warning ever ar-

rives. He gives liberally. He gives without reproach,

which means without the sigh, without the lecture,

without the reminder that you should have figured this

out by now. So verse 7 describes a divided request, not a

God who has decided to withhold. A hand still closed

around something else has no room for what’s being

held out to it, and James says so rather than pretending



otherwise. That describes the asker’s grip. It isn’t a hur-

dle God put there, and nothing in these verses turns

wisdom into a reward for getting your posture right.

The Part That Costs Something
None of this makes the passage easy, and it shouldn’t.

Letting go of the second foundation is rarely a feeling

and usually a specific, expensive act: the offer you de-

cline, the safety net you don’t build, the tab you finally

close knowing you can’t get it back. A believer who is

completely secure in Christ can still find that genuinely

hard, and James doesn’t pretend otherwise.

What changes is why you can do it. You aren’t releasing

the backup in order to prove your faith is strong

enough to qualify for an answer, because Christ settled

your standing, and God’s generosity toward you was

settled with it, which is exactly why James can tell you

to ask without a hint of hesitation about the reception.

His side of the conversation was open the whole time.

Where the Clarity Comes From
So “ask God for wisdom” means bring the request with

both hands, with no need to believe hard enough to

earn a reply, because the One you’re asking has already

proven what He’s like toward you.



And wisdom, when it comes, is less often a map than a

place to stand. Even if you still don’t know how the de-

cision turns out, you’ll know what you’re standing on

while you make it. For a person who has been tossed

around for a while, that was the thing they were asking

for.

S I T  W I T H  T H I S

1. Is there a decision where you’re asking God for wis-

dom while something else is holding your weight?

How would you tell that apart from simply having a

plan?

2. James says God gives liberally and without reproach.

How would that change the way you ask?

C A R R Y  T H I S

He gives without the sigh and without the
lecture. Ask with both hands.

G O  D E E P E R

Read Day 3 online

Ask Grace a question about James

https://www.graceanswers.com/articles/ask-god-for-wisdom?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-3
https://www.graceanswers.com/ask?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-3


D A Y  4  ·  5 - M I N U T E  R E A D

Be Doers of the Word
The Mirror Was Never Meant to Shame You

A N C H O R  V E R S E

But be doers of the word, and not
hearers only, deceiving yourselves.
J A M E S  1 : 2 2  N K J V

Few verses get reached for more quickly to light a fire

under someone than this one.

But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving

yourselves. (James 1:22) It has become shorthand for ef-

fort. Apply more. Try harder. Live it out. And the un-

spoken corollary is brutal: if your life is not visibly im-

proving, you must not be doing enough. Read that way,

the verse becomes a treadmill, and the harder you run

the more tired and the more guilty you feel.

But instead of turning up the pressure on your obedi-

ence, James is exposing something far more subtle, a

self-deception that can live comfortably inside a person

who agrees with every word being preached. He says the

danger is deceiving yourselves, and the deception he has

in mind isn’t laziness but the quiet assumption that

hearing the truth is the same thing as trusting it.



He Is Still Talking About Trust
James has stayed on the same subject. He has already

shown us that trials reveal where our trust actually sits,

and that wisdom flows where that trust has settled.

Now he adds another layer. Hearing without respond-

ing can create the illusion of faith. You can sit under

truth, nod along, even feel moved by it, and walk away

with nothing having shifted underneath you.

So the question James is really asking is not whether

Scripture has been heard. Of course it has been heard.

The question is whether it has been received. Whether

the word got past the ears and actually touched the

place where you decide what to lean on.

The Posture Underneath the Words
Right before this, James writes: So then, my beloved

brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak,

slow to wrath. (James 1:19) That is a description of pos-

ture, not etiquette advice. James is picturing someone

who listens without immediately defending, control-

ling, or reacting. Someone who lets the word confront

their assumptions instead of using it to confirm what

they already believed. Passive hearing is easy, and it is

safe, because it never asks you to move. Actually receiv-

ing something is costly, because it might rearrange you.



The Mirror Does Its Job
Then comes the image James chooses: For if anyone is a

hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man ob-

serving his natural face in a mirror; for he observes him-
self, goes away, and immediately forgets what kind of

man he was. (James 1:23-24) Notice what the mirror

does and does not do. A mirror simply shows you what

is true without demanding anything. In James’s picture

the mirror worked perfectly well, and the man saw him-

self clearly. He just walked away and lived as though he

had seen nothing.

That is the deception. It is not forgetfulness in the ordi-

nary sense, and it is not ignorance. The person saw real-

ity accurately and then declined to let it change what

they were relying on. They agreed with the reflection

and organized their life around something else anyway.

What Doing Actually Means
This is where the whole verse turns. In James, doing

does not mean moral achievement. It means response.

It is the difference between acknowledging that some-

thing is true and actually reorganizing your life around

it. A doer is someone who lets what they have heard dis-

place whatever they had been trusting instead.



That is why James can call hearing-without-response a

form of self-deception. Nothing has been openly de-

nied. No truth has been rejected. The person is not a

heretic. But nothing has been genuinely trusted either.

They have exposure to the word without reliance on it,

and exposure feels close enough to faith to fool the one

who has it.

The Law That Frees
James then describes the word in a striking way: But he
who looks into the perfect law of liberty and continues in

it. (James 1:25) That phrase, the perfect law of liberty,

means James is describing truth that frees precisely be-

cause it replaces the false supports we were straining un-

der, without smuggling the old burden back in.

Improved behavior doesn’t bring liberty, because liberty

comes when your trust shifts off of yourself and onto

what Christ has already done.

The one who looks into that law and continues in it

isn’t the person trying harder but the person who has

stopped pretending, stopped propping up their stand-

ing with performance, and started living from what is

actually true.



Why He Mentions Religion
James closes the section with a warning about religion:

If anyone among you thinks he is religious, and does not

bridle his tongue but deceives his own heart, this one’s reli-
gion is useless. (James 1:26) He is exposing misalignment

here, without ranking sins or handing out new require-

ments to meet. Speech reveals trust. Compassion reveals

trust. Care for the vulnerable reveals trust. These are the

indicators of where dependence has actually landed.

What This Sets Up
James is getting us ready. Before he ever writes that fa-

mous line about faith without works being dead, he has

already defined what he means by works, and where

you’d expect moral effort, you find visible reliance.

Response is trust made concrete, faith that has finally

stepped out of the mind and into the way a person actu-

ally lives.

And that is the pastoral heart of it. James is not worried

that his readers are failing but that they are comfortable.

Comfortable hearing truth, comfortable agreeing with

truth, comfortable leaving what they rely on exactly

where it was. Because when the word is genuinely re-

ceived, something always moves. Not because we sum-



moned more willpower, but because trust relocated

onto the One who already finished everything our

standing depends on.

S I T  W I T H  T H I S

1. Think of something true you’ve heard many times

and always agreed with. Has it changed what you

lean on, or only what you’d sign your name to?

2. When Scripture shows you something true about

yourself, what’s your first reflex: defend yourself, fix

yourself, or receive what it says?

C A R R Y  T H I S

The mirror shows you the truth so the truth can
carry your weight.

G O  D E E P E R

Read Day 4 online

Ask Grace a question about James

https://www.graceanswers.com/articles/be-doers-of-the-word?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-4
https://www.graceanswers.com/ask?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-4


D A Y  5  ·  7 - M I N U T E  R E A D

Faith Without
Works Is Dead
Two Apostles, Two Different Questions

A N C H O R  V E R S E

And the Scripture was fulfilled which
says, “Abraham believed God, and it was
accounted to him for righteousness.”
And he was called the friend of God.
J A M E S  2 : 2 3  N K J V

This is the passage a lot of believers brace themselves

for.

Faith without works is dead.

J A M E S  2 : 2 6  N K J V

For some it lands like a threat. For others it sounds like a

flat contradiction of everything they’ve been told about

grace. And for many it stirs up a very old and very quiet

fear: have I done enough? Is my faith the working kind,

or the dead kind, and how would I even know?



That fear misreads him, but it doesn’t misread him care-

lessly. James really is drawing a line between two things,

and he really does say one of them is useless. “Faith

without works is dead” means that a faith which only

agrees Jesus is the Christ, without ever receiving what

He did as its own, has never done the one thing faith is

for, which is to rest its weight on Him. James is describ-

ing a faith that has yet to be leaned on, and he isn’t

putting your standing on a scale to see whether it

balances.

What James Is Watching For
Watch how he opens.

What does it profit, my brethren, if someone says he

has faith but does not have works? Can faith save him?
J A M E S  2 : 1 4  N K J V

That last question is usually left off when this verse gets

quoted, and leaving it off makes the passage easier than

it is. James asks it on purpose. But notice what he’s ac-

tually asking about. Not faith. A claim of faith, from

someone who says he has it.

That’s the distinction the whole chapter runs on. In

James, the word faith doesn’t always carry the meaning

Paul gives it. Sometimes it means bare agreement: cor-

rect beliefs, right theology, true statements a person



would sign off on without hesitation. James says as

much a few verses later, when he points out that the

demons believe and shudder. Agreement is real enough

as agreement. It simply isn’t reliance, and reliance is

what Paul was talking about all along.

So rather than separating believers into two grades,

James is separating two things that share a word.

What Is the “Work” in “Faith Without
Works Is Dead”?
The work James has in mind begins before anything

shows on the outside. It’s the work of receiving.

Hearing that Jesus is the Christ is one thing, and accept-

ing that what He did was for you is another, and James

is after the second. That’s why his opening question is

about someone who says he has faith, and whether that

faith can save him. The demons he mentions have the

first part down. They know exactly who He is. They

can’t say “that belongs to me,” and that is the one step

agreement doesn’t take. Nicodemus is the same picture

in the Gospels, a man impressed by Jesus and not yet

transformed by Him, because a mere head knowledge

of who Jesus is isn’t enough to save you. What’s the

work of faith, then? Believing that He did it, and that

He did it for you. Everything James watches for later

grows out of that first receiving.



What Dead Means Here
When he calls such faith dead, he means inert. Not

counterfeit, not a fake version of the real item, but

something that has never functioned. Think of a chair

no one has ever lowered their weight into. The chair is

real. It just hasn’t been trusted to hold anyone, and

nothing about it has been tested.

He makes it concrete, and the example is not decorative:

If a brother or sister is naked and destitute of daily

food, and one of you says to them, “Depart in peace, be

warmed and filled,” but you do not give them the

things which are needed for the body, what does it
profit?

J A M E S  2 : 1 5 - 1 6  N K J V

The hungry person in that illustration is genuinely hun-

gry, and James genuinely cares that they get fed. He isn’t

using poverty as a metaphor. But he’s also showing the

gap he’s after, which is the distance between what a per-

son says and what that person’s life is resting on. The

words were warm. Nothing behind them moved.



The Verse That Makes This Hard
One sentence in this chapter sounds like faith needs

finishing.

Do you see that faith was working together with his

works, and by works faith was made perfect?
J A M E S  2 : 2 2  N K J V

Made perfect. If works complete faith, then grace looks

like a down payment and obedience looks like the bal-

ance. That’s a real reading of a real sentence, and it’s the

one most often quoted against everything this reading

has said so far.

But the word behind “made perfect” means brought to

its intended end, the way a seed is completed by becom-

ing a tree rather than the way a debt is completed by a fi-

nal payment. And James settles the question himself in

the very next line, where he reaches back past Mount

Moriah to quote Genesis: Abraham believed God, and it
was accounted to him for righteousness (James 2:23).

That crediting happened decades before Isaac was ever

carried up the mountain. James knows the chronology.

He’s saying the offering brought an old, already-cred-

ited faith to its purpose, not that it supplied something

the faith had been missing.



Abraham and Rahab
That’s exactly how his two examples work. He points to

Abraham and Rahab, and it’s tempting to read them as

models of lifelong moral effort. He doesn’t present

them that way. He points to one moment in each where

long-standing trust became visible from the outside.

Abraham had believed God for decades before the

mountain. Rahab believed Israel’s God before the spies

ever needed hiding. In both, the moment James picks is

the moment the leaning showed.

You see then that a man is justified by works, and not

by faith only.

J A M E S  2 : 2 4  N K J V

He isn’t tallying a lifetime. He’s pointing at the instant

the weight went down where anyone could see it.

Paul and James Are Not at War
This is where people feel the two apostles collide, and

they’re answering two different questions. Paul asks

how a sinner is made right with God, and answers by

faith apart from works, so that no one can boast. James

asks how you can tell trust from agreement. Paul is talk-

ing about how righteousness is received. James is talking

about how it shows.



James isn’t adding works onto faith as though grace

needed a supplement. He would not say your works
complete your standing, and his own quotation of

Genesis 15 is the proof. For James, trust leans by its na-

ture, and leaning is visible.

There’s a cost in his examples, too. Feeding someone

out of your own cupboard costs. Abraham on that

mountain cost. A believer whose standing is completely

settled can still find obedience hard, and the settledness

is what makes it possible rather than what makes it

painless.

What About “Faith Without Action Is
Dead”?
Whether your Bible says works, deeds, or action, the

paraphrase people carry around is “faith without action

is dead,” and action sounds like a to-do list. James isn’t

handing you one. The order he keeps is the order the

gospel keeps. The gospel is the cause and a changed life

is the effect, so it is God and then you, not you and then

God. When you believe He did it, you take a step, and

the step comes out of the believing. Abraham walked

up the mountain because he had believed God for

decades, and Rahab hid the spies because she already be-

lieved Israel’s God. In James, the action is a faith that

has received, showing on the outside.



Why He Presses So Hard
Faith that stays theoretical is comfortable. It agrees, it

listens, it nods along on a Sunday and risks nothing.

James pushes because he’s rescuing faith from an illu-

sion, the illusion that you can hold all the right beliefs

while resting your actual weight somewhere else

entirely.

So James wrote this chapter to send you back to trust,

and he had no interest in sending you through your

record for proof that you measure up. And when trust

is real, it doesn’t stay invisible for long, not because it

performs well, but because it finally lets Him carry what

it was always meant to hand over.



S I T  W I T H  T H I S

1. Is there something Christ did that you agree is true

but have never received as yours? His forgiveness,

His righteousness, His finished work?

2. Abraham was counted righteous decades before he

climbed Moriah. How does that order change the

way you hear verse 24?

C A R R Y  T H I S

Abraham was counted righteous before he
climbed the mountain. The climbing came out of
the believing.

G O  D E E P E R

Read Day 5 online

Verse study on this passage

Ask Grace a question about James
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D A Y  6  ·  5 - M I N U T E  R E A D

Not Many of You Should
Become Teachers
Weight, Not Worth, and Why the Warning Is Kind

A N C H O R  V E R S E

My brethren, let not many of you
become teachers, knowing that we shall
receive a stricter judgment.
J A M E S  3 : 1  N K J V

There is a sincere believer somewhere who has a gift for

explaining Scripture.

They light up when they help someone understand a

passage, and they have quietly shelved that gift because

of this verse: My brethren, let not many of you become

teachers, knowing that we shall receive a stricter judg-

ment. (James 3:1) It reads like a closed door. A warning

to stay quiet. A reminder that stepping up front is spiri-

tually dangerous, so maybe it is safer to sit down and say

nothing.

But James is doing something different, clarifying re-

sponsibility without trying to thin the herd, scare the

gifted into silence, or dangle a threat. “Not many of you



should be teachers,” the way people usually quote it,

sounds like a headcount. James is talking about weight.

More rides on a teacher’s words, because more people

are building their trust on them, and that’s the true part

of the saying that teachers will be judged more harshly.

A teacher’s own standing before God rests on the same

finished work of Christ as everyone else’s. Once you see

that, the verse stops sounding like a locked door and

starts sounding like the sober honesty of someone who

takes words seriously.

He Is Still Tracking Where Trust Lands
James has not wandered off topic. The whole letter has

been tracing where trust settles under pressure, and

now he turns to the people who shape that trust in oth-

ers. More than transferring information, teachers frame

reality for the people listening. They tell a room full of

hearts where to lean when life presses down on them.

That is an enormous thing to do to another person, and

that is precisely why James addresses teachers head-on.

Weight, Not Worth
His judgment language gets misunderstood constantly.

James is not saying teachers stand closer to condemna-

tion. He is not hinting that their salvation is more at



risk than anyone else’s. The gospel does not create a tier

of Christians whose standing is shakier because of their

role. James is describing greater exposure.

When someone teaches, their words carry weight into

other people’s lives. Those words shape belief, and be-

lief shapes where a person leans. So when a teacher

points trust in the wrong direction, the damage is real,

and it multiplies. Not because the listeners are weak,

but because words genuinely shape foundations. A

stricter judgment simply means more is riding on what

you say, because more people are building on it.

The Tongue as a Rudder
James reaches immediately for an image: Indeed, we put

bits in horses’ mouths that they may obey us, and we turn

their whole body. (James 3:3) The tongue isn’t cast as a

moral villain here but as a steering mechanism, a direc-

tional tool. A small word can turn a large life, the way a

small bit turns a powerful animal. Even so the tongue is a

little member and boasts great things. (James 3:5) A sin-

gle idea, repeated often enough, can redirect an entire

community. Instead of fixating on the occasional slip of

the tongue, James is concerned about trajectory, the

slow steady aim of where a teacher keeps pointing

people.



Teachers Draw the Map
That is the real weight of it. James’s concern reaches

past a single misspoken sentence to the teacher who,

week after week, aims people toward the wrong source

of security. Teaching that leans on performance over

rest, on effort over trust, on law over life does more than

muddle a doctrine. It trains dependence. It quietly

forms people to rely on the very things Christ came to

free them from.

That is why James speaks with such gravity here. Not to

silence teachers, but to sober them. A teacher is drawing

the map that other people will navigate their whole spir-

itual lives by, and if the map keeps pointing back to self-

effort, the people following it will spend years exhausted

and afraid, certain that their standing depends on how

well they perform. A wrong turn on a personal map

costs one traveler. A wrong turn drawn onto the map

everyone is using costs a whole community, and it costs

them slowly, in a thousand small moments of striving

they were never meant to carry.

Why It Fits the Flow of James
Everything James has said is converging on this point.

Trials reveal trust. Wisdom flows where trust has settled.

Hearing without response creates the illusion of faith.

Faith that never moves never really relied on anything.



And now: teaching that misdirects trust does not stay

contained, it multiplies instability across everyone lis-

tening. Teachers affect more than themselves, shaping

the reliance of every heart in the room.

So James means that words that steer trust have to be

handled with care, not that leadership is too dangerous

to touch. James is not calling teachers into fear. He is

calling them into faithfulness. Faithfulness to the truth,

faithfulness to clarity, faithfulness to keep pointing peo-

ple toward where their trust actually belongs, which is

the finished work of Christ and not their own striving.

Why He Puts Himself Under It
And James includes himself when he says we shall re-

ceive a stricter judgment. We who teach. He stands un-

der the same weight he is describing, and that’s the tell

that this comes from humility, not hierarchy. James un-

derstands the cost of influence from the inside, and he

refuses to treat words lightly, including his own.

That is the posture the verse is really inviting, and in-

stead of a gifted believer shrinking back in fear, it be-

longs to a teacher who reveres the trust they are helping

to shape. James warns teachers because people listen,

not because God is harsh. When words shape belief,

they inevitably shape where a soul leans. For anyone



who has ever been handed the responsibility of pointing

others toward Christ, that is a weight worth respecting,

and a joy worth carrying well.

S I T  W I T H  T H I S

1. Whose words have shaped where you lean? Which

way did they point you?

2. If you teach, lead, or parent, what map are your

words drawing for the people following you?

C A R R Y  T H I S

More weight, not less worth. A teacher’s standing
rests where everyone’s does.

G O  D E E P E R

Read Day 6 online

Verse study on this passage

Ask Grace a question about James
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D A Y  7  ·  5 - M I N U T E  R E A D

The Tongue Is a Fire
Why James 3 Is Not a Call to Try Harder

A N C H O R  V E R S E

Does a spring send forth fresh water and
bitter from the same opening?
J A M E S  3 : 1 1  N K J V

You said something you wish you could pull back out

of the air.

Maybe it was sharp, maybe it was bitter, maybe it

slipped out before you could stop it. The strange part is

that you meant it at the time, even though five minutes

later you didn’t recognize the person who said it. So you

resolve to do better. You promise yourself you’ll watch

your words more carefully next time. Then next time

comes, the pressure rises, and the same words are out of

your mouth before your resolve catches up.



James understands that completely, and he doesn’t

reach for anything mild to describe it.

And the tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity. The

tongue is so set among our members that it defiles the
whole body, and sets on fire the course of nature; and it

is set on fire by hell.

J A M E S  3 : 6  N K J V

The language is meant to unsettle us. He’s writing to

believers, people who confess Jesus as Lord, and he’s

asking them to pay attention to what happens when

they open their mouths.

How We Usually Hear It
Most of us were handed this chapter as a warning to

clean up our speech. Watch your mouth. Tame your

tongue. Complain less, gossip never, say kinder things.

The passage becomes a behavioral fence and the goal be-

comes managing what comes out.



There’s nothing wrong with wanting to speak well.

James thinks so too, which is why the strongest verse

against a purely diagnostic reading of this chapter is sit-

ting in its second sentence.

For we all stumble in many things. If anyone does not

stumble in word, he is a perfect man, able also to bridle

the whole body.
J A M E S  3 : 2  N K J V

That verse holds out speech as the discipline that gov-

erns everything else, and back in chapter one James said

that a religious man who doesn’t bridle his tongue has a

useless religion. Anyone teaching “control your words

and you’ll control your life” can quote both and isn’t

inventing anything.

What that reading misses is where James goes next. He

doesn’t hand out a method, and in four verses he’ll say

the project is impossible. The bridle in verse 2 describes

what a whole person looks like, not a technique for be-

coming one.

Small Things, Real Force
He stacks up images, and they’re about power before

they’re about anything else. A bit turns a horse (James

3:3). A small rudder turns a large ship driven by fierce

winds (James 3:4). A little fire sets a great forest ablaze



(James 3:5). Those are pictures of leverage: something

small steering or destroying something enormous, and

James wants us to feel the size of the damage a sentence

can do.

But then he asks a different kind of question about

them.

Does a spring send forth fresh water and bitter from

the same opening? Can a fig tree, my brethren, bear

olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Thus no spring yields

both salt water and fresh.
J A M E S  3 : 1 1 - 1 2  N K J V

That’s a source argument, and James makes it himself.

A spring doesn’t decide what it produces; it produces

what it is. So does a tree. He has moved from what

speech does to where speech comes from, and he’s the

one who moved.

The Same Mouth
That’s why the tension he names next lands the way it

does.

Out of the same mouth proceed blessing and cursing.

My brethren, these things ought not to be so.

J A M E S  3 : 1 0  N K J V



He’s less shocked by the inconsistency than interested

in where it comes from. Divided trust produces divided

speech, and that isn’t a leap from the text: it’s the same

double-mindedness James named in chapter one and

will name again in chapter four, arriving now at the

mouth. When dependence is split between God and

something else, language splits along the same line.

Praise and bitterness end up sharing a breath.

Why It Can’t Be Tamed
Then the sentence that sounds almost hopeless.

But no man can tame the tongue. It is an unruly evil,

full of deadly poison.

J A M E S  3 : 8  N K J V

He doesn’t follow it with “so try harder.” He’s remov-

ing an illusion, the illusion that white-knuckle control

can fix what is underneath it a trust problem. Trimming

branches does little when the root is the issue.

That doesn’t make restraint worthless, and it would be

a strange reading of this chapter that concluded words

don’t matter. Holding your tongue in a moment you

badly want to speak is real obedience, and it costs some-

thing real. A believer whose standing is entirely settled

still has to do it on a Tuesday afternoon with his jaw

tight, in a conversation he could win. What James re-



fuses to do is hand that believer a technique and call it

the cure. He is after the thing underneath, because that

is where the fuel comes from, and a fire fed from under-

neath will keep finding new wood no matter how care-

fully you guard the pile.

Listening Instead of Suppressing
So “the tongue is a fire” doesn’t finally mean watch

your words or God will be displeased with you, and

James wants you to pay attention to what your words

are telling you about where you’ve been leaning. Speech

is the place to listen rather than the place to start the

work.

The believer James writes to has been made righteous in

Christ. A heart that has been secured doesn’t have to

keep reaching for smaller things to feel safe, and as trust

settles into what God has already done, the fuel that fed

the fire runs lower. Usually slowly. Sometimes for years,

with ground given back.

But the direction is the point, and so is the order. Bring

the trust home first, and the mouth follows the heart it

belongs to.



S I T  W I T H  T H I S

1. Think of the last words you wish you could take

back. What were you afraid of, or reaching for, when

you said them?

2. James says no one can tame the tongue. What might

your hardest words lately be telling you about what

you were leaning on?

C A R R Y  T H I S

Your words show you where you’ve been leaning.
The mouth follows the heart, usually slowly.

G O  D E E P E R

Read Day 7 online

Verse study on this passage

Ask Grace a question about James
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D A Y  8  ·  6 - M I N U T E  R E A D

Friendship With the World
What James Means by the World, and What He Does Not

A N C H O R  V E R S E

But He gives more grace. Therefore He
says: “God resists the proud, but gives
grace to the humble.”
J A M E S  4 : 6  N K J V

Few lines in the New Testament have been used to

frighten people quite like this one.

Friendship with the world is enmity with God.

J A M E S  4 : 4  N K J V

Read it a certain way and it sounds like God drawing a

line through your ordinary life: your friendships, your

job, the music you like, the ballgame you enjoy, the

plans you make for the weekend. It’s been turned into a

call to pull back, to draw hard lines around culture, to

treat enjoyment itself as suspect.

That isn’t what James is confronting. But he’s also not

as gentle as a grace reading sometimes makes him, and

the way to show that is to put the rest of his sentence on

the page.



The Half of the Verse Nobody Quotes

Whoever therefore wants to be a friend of the world

makes himself an enemy of God.
J A M E S  4 : 4  N K J V

There it is, and it’s the hardest sentence in the chapter.

James doesn’t say the world is a distraction or a bad in-

fluence. He uses the word enemy, and he aims it at peo-

ple he calls brethren fifteen times in five chapters.

Two things in that sentence keep it from meaning what

it seems to mean at first. The verb is reflexive: a person

makes himself an enemy. James doesn’t describe God

changing His posture toward anyone, only what a per-

son does by standing where they’re standing. And he

ties the charge to the word “wants,” a deliberate desire

to belong to that system, not an afternoon a believer

enjoyed.

That still leaves it serious. James is describing a believer

who has put himself in a position of opposition to God,

and he thinks that’s worth alarming language.



Where the Fights Come From
Watch where he begins.

Where do wars and fights come from among you? Do

they not come from your desires for pleasure that war

in your members?
J A M E S  4 : 1  N K J V

He starts with actual conflict inside the church, and

then traces it inward. The trouble lies in wanting, aimed

wrong, rather than in the situation or the surrounding

culture. Wanting itself is human; James has no problem

with a person who desires things. The problem is going

to the wrong well for what only God supplies, and then

fighting other people over the water.

What James Means by “The World”
When James says “the world,” we picture places and

people and pleasures, and then we start building fences.

He means something more precise. In this letter the

world isn’t creation, and it isn’t culture, and it isn’t the

people around you. It’s a way of arranging life that

promises to give you what you’re looking for apart from

God: safety, standing, control, the sense that you’ll be

all right. You can withdraw from every place and still

carry it in your chest, because the thing James is warn-

ing about is a set of things you’re secretly trusting to



hold you. Envy and ambition are the symptoms he

names because they’re what that arrangement produces

in a room full of people chasing the same scarce supply.

Why the Language Sounds So Personal
Then comes the jarring word.

Adulterers and adulteresses!
J A M E S  4 : 4  N K J V

That sounds like an insult until you notice what it as-

sumes. You can only commit adultery inside a marriage.

The prophets used this language constantly, and they al-

ways used it about Israel, never about the nations.

Hosea is addressed to a wife. So is Jeremiah. So is

Ezekiel.

So the word presupposes their standing with God

rather than counting against it. James is not informing a

group of strangers that they’ve never belonged to God;

he’s confronting people who do belong to Him and are

behaving like a spouse who has given their trust some-

where else. That’s why the charge stings. It would make

no sense aimed at anyone outside the covenant.



But He Gives More Grace
And then the sentence that governs the whole passage,

which is also the one that usually gets skipped.

But He gives more grace. Therefore He says: “God re-

sists the proud, but gives grace to the humble.”
J A M E S  4 : 6  N K J V

Four words carry it. After the fighting, the coveting, the

adultery language and the enemy language, James’s next

move isn’t a threat or an ultimatum. It’s more grace.

Not less, and not grace held back until behavior im-

proves. More.

The second half is real too. God does resist the proud,

actively. But pride here is the self-reliance James has

been describing for six verses, the posture of someone

still holding the controls, and humility is what happens

when a person stops. Grace doesn’t flow toward better

performance. It flows toward the open hand, because

grace is the gift already secured in Christ and an open

hand is the only thing that can take hold of it.

(James 4:5, the verse just before it, is genuinely dis-

puted. Translators differ on whether it describes the

Spirit’s jealous longing for us or the human spirit’s

envy. The argument here doesn’t rest on which way it

goes.)



Submission Is Not a Feeling
What follows is a run of imperatives, and a grace read-

ing that skips them has skipped the passage.

Therefore submit to God. Resist the devil and he will

flee from you. Draw near to God and He will draw

near to you.
J A M E S  4 : 7 - 8  N K J V

Then it gets more uncomfortable: cleanse your hands,

purify your hearts, lament and mourn and weep, hum-

ble yourselves in the sight of the Lord. That’s a call to

turn, not to relax, and turning costs something specific.

It might mean an apology to the person you’ve been

fighting, or letting go of the position you’ve been ma-

neuvering for, or telling the truth about a want you’ve

been feeding. A believer whose standing is completely

secure can still find all of that hard, and James doesn’t

pretend otherwise.

What he does promise is where it lands: humble your-

selves in the sight of the Lord, and He will lift you up

(James 4:10). The turning is how a person who belongs

to Him stops living as though they don’t.



Where the War Quiets
So friendship with the world is about where your trust

goes, with no need to avoid culture, isolate yourself, or

be nervous about anything you enjoy. The warning is to

stop handing another system the trust that belongs to

God, because that system will fracture you when it fails

to deliver and it always fails to deliver.

James names the betrayal as bluntly as anyone ever has,

and then, without leaving believers standing there, he

says the one thing that could follow it. He gives more

grace.

S I T  W I T H  T H I S

1. Apart from God, what are you quietly counting on

to tell you you’ll be all right?

2. James follows his hardest words with “He gives more

grace.” What would coming to Him with an open

hand look like this week?

C A R R Y  T H I S

After the hardest sentence in the chapter, James
writes four words: He gives more grace.

G O  D E E P E R

Read Day 8 online

Verse study on this passage

Ask Grace a question about James

https://www.graceanswers.com/articles/friendship-with-the-world?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-8
https://study.graceanswers.com/verse/james-4-8?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-8
https://www.graceanswers.com/ask?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-8


D A Y  9  ·  6 - M I N U T E  R E A D

The Prayer of a
Righteous Person
What James Says, and What He Doesn’t Promise

A N C H O R  V E R S E

The effective, fervent prayer of a
righteous man avails much.
J A M E S  5 : 1 6  N K J V

There’s a half sheet of paper folded inside somebody’s

Bible with a prayer list on it, and one of the names has

been there four years. The elders prayed over that name.

People fasted for it. Nothing changed, and afterward

somebody said the thing people say, which is that

maybe there wasn’t enough faith in the room.

If you’ve been near that, James 5 is where the explana-

tion came from.

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. And the prayer of

faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise him up.

J A M E S  5 : 1 4 - 1 5  N K J V



Read that cold and it sounds like a mechanism. Right

people, right oil, right amount of faith, guaranteed out-

come. And when the outcome doesn’t come, the mech-

anism has to have failed somewhere, which leaves ex-

actly one place to look.

Walking around that verse is what leaves people holding

the blame. James says a few lines later that the effective,

fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much, and the

righteous man is a believer whose standing is secured by

Christ, with Elijah, a man with a nature like ours, as his

example. “Avails much” means much power is made

available, and the power belongs to the Lord, who is the

one doing the raising up. The praying doesn’t make you

righteous, and the outcome isn’t yours to produce.

Start With the Sentence Before It
James opens this section wider than the sick bed.

Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is any-

one cheerful? Let him sing psalms.

J A M E S  5 : 1 3  N K J V

Two opposite conditions, one direction. Suffering turns

toward God. Gladness turns toward God. Before James

says a word about outcomes, he’s describing a reflex,



and a reflex is not a technique. It’s what a person does

without deciding to, because of where their weight al-

ready rests.

That’s the frame the healing verses sit inside. James has

spent five chapters on divided trust, on people asking

God while leaning somewhere else, and now he’s show-

ing what undivided trust does with a hard day. It turns.

The Elders Are Part of the Point
Notice who gets called. Not a specialist. Not someone

with a reputation for results. The elders of the church,

meaning the ordinary shepherds of that ordinary con-

gregation, and they come to the sick person rather than

the sick person traveling to them.

James is describing a body that carries its members, not

a gifted individual producing an effect. The anointing

oil belongs to the same picture. In that world oil was

medicine and it was also a sign of being set apart, and ei-

ther way it’s something done to a person by people who

showed up. The sick believer is being carried rather than

asked to generate anything.

What the Promise Does and Doesn’t Say
So what about “will save the sick, and the Lord will raise

him up”? Two things have to stay on the table together.



The first is that James means it. He isn’t using careful

language, and he isn’t hedging. The New Testament ex-

pects God to heal people, and a reading of this passage

that quietly converts the promise into a metaphor has

taken the sting out by taking the substance out.

The second is that the sentence has a subject, and the

subject is the Lord. It’s the Lord who raises him up.

The prayer of faith isn’t a force that acts on God; it’s the

turn of a dependent person toward the One who acts.

So the question “did we generate enough faith” is asking

about the wrong party in the sentence. James never puts

the outcome in the hands of the people praying, and ev-

ery formula built on this verse has to move it there to

work.

Hold both and the verse stops being a mechanism with-

out turning into a metaphor. It stays a real promise

about a real God.

And in the meantime prayer is doing what prayer does.

It isn’t a way of securing an outcome. It’s access to the

One the promise is about, in the middle of whatever the

outcome turns out to be, and that access is what prayer

delivers every time. The people around that bed were

not working a lever. They were near God, together,

with a sick friend.

https://www.graceanswers.com/articles/does-god-still-heal?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-9
https://www.graceanswers.com/articles/does-god-still-heal?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-9


Why James Brings Up Elijah
Then comes the line the title comes from.

The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails

much.

J A M E S  5 : 1 6  N K J V

Most of us hear “righteous” and start measuring. James

doesn’t. He reaches immediately for Elijah, and watch

what he says about him.

Elijah was a man with a nature like ours.
J A M E S  5 : 1 7  N K J V

He’s leveling him. Elijah is the prophet who called fire

down from heaven and then sat under a tree asking to

die, and James picks him deliberately. If Elijah’s praying

mattered, it wasn’t because Elijah was a different kind of

creature. The righteousness in view isn’t a score some-

body ran up. For a believer it’s standing, secured by

Christ, the settled rightness with God that made Elijah’s

prayers matter and makes yours matter on the same

basis.

That’s why James can say what he says next about con-

fession. Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray

for one another, that you may be healed (James 5:16) is



only possible among people who aren’t afraid of losing

their footing. You don’t hand someone the truth about

yourself while you’re still auditioning.

Where James Ends
The letter closes on neither peace nor healing. It closes

on somebody walking off.

Brethren, if anyone among you wanders from the
truth, and someone turns him back, let him know that

he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will

save a soul from death and cover a multitude of sins.
J A M E S  5 : 1 9 - 2 0  N K J V

That’s the last thing James says. Someone drifts, and

someone else goes after them. Going after a person who

has wandered means an uncomfortable conversation

you didn’t want, a relationship you might damage, time

you don’t have. A believer who is completely secure in

Christ still has to decide to make that drive.

But that’s the shape of the whole letter arriving at its

destination. James has been asking one question for five

chapters, which is where trust has actually landed.

Here’s what it looks like when it lands: people who pray

in both directions of a hard week, who tell each other

the truth, and who go out after the one who stopped

coming.



The name on that folded half sheet is still there. So is

the person who keeps unfolding it.

S I T  W I T H  T H I S

1. Has anyone ever suggested a prayer went unan-

swered because there wasn’t enough faith in the

room? Who does James say raises the sick?

2. Is there someone who has drifted away from you or

from church? What would a simple, no-pressure

reach toward them look like?

C A R R Y  T H I S

Your prayers matter for the same reason Elijah’s
did. Your standing was settled before you said a
word.

G O  D E E P E R

Read Day 9 online

Verse study on this passage

Ask Grace a question about James

https://www.graceanswers.com/articles/the-prayer-of-a-righteous-person?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-9
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F O R  G R O U P S

Reading Together
The nine days fold into three conversations. Everyone

reads three days on their own, then you meet. Each con-

versation takes about forty-five minutes.

Keep it honest rather than impressive. James wrote to

people who were struggling, and the best groups make

room for that.

Three ground rules. Anyone can pass on any question.

Listen more than you fix. What’s shared here stays here.

A simple rhythm. About ten minutes to open, twenty-

five for the questions, and ten to pray for one another.



C O N V E R S AT I O N  O N E

What the Pressure Shows
Read Days 1 to 3 (James 1:1–18)

Open. When you first heard James, did it sound like

grace or like pressure?

1. James calls his readers people God has already

brought forth. How would you read the rest of this

letter if you started from there?

2. What hard thing are you carrying right now? When

you step back and count it, what has it shown you

about where you were leaning?

3. Is there a decision where you’re asking God for wis-

dom while something else is holding your weight?

How would you tell that apart from simply having a

plan?

Close. Pray for one another, especially for anyone carry-

ing something hard right now.



C O N V E R S AT I O N  T W O

Hearing, Believing, Teaching
Read Days 4 to 6 (James 1:19 to 3:5)

Open. Which of these three days surprised you most,

and why?

1. Think of something true you’ve heard many times

and always agreed with. Has it changed what you

lean on, or only what you’d sign your name to?

2. Abraham was counted righteous decades before he

climbed Moriah. How does that order change the

way you hear verse 24?

3. Whose words have shaped where you lean? Which

way did they point you?

Close. Pray for one another.



C O N V E R S AT I O N  T H R E E

Words, Wants, and Prayer
Read Days 7 to 9 (James 3:2 to 5:20)

Open. Where have you seen “He gives more grace”

show up in someone’s life?

1. James says no one can tame the tongue. What might

your hardest words lately be telling you about what

you were leaning on?

2. Apart from God, what are you quietly counting on

to tell you you’ll be all right?

3. Is there someone who has drifted away from you or

from church? What would a simple, no-pressure

reach toward them look like?

Close. Read James 5:16 aloud together, then pray for

one another.



W H E R E  T O  G O  N E X T

Keep Going
You’ve just read the whole letter of James. If it sounded

more like grace than you expected, that was James all

along.

Proven
A Grace Reading Guide to James and 1 Peter. The full

letter of James, read in order, alongside Peter’s letter to

believers under pressure. Coming in 2027 as part of the

Grace Reading Guides.

See the Grace Reading Guides

The Faith We Lost
Faith was never supposed to be a tool. You were handed

one anyway. Read the first chapter free.

Get chapter one

Ask Grace
Questions about James, or anything else in the Bible,

answered through the finished work of Christ.

Anonymous, any time.

Ask a question

https://www.graceanswers.com/reading-guides?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-back
https://www.graceanswers.com/free-chapter?utm_source=ebook-james&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=day-back
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