
James the Just: Who is James? 
 
Today I’m beginning a series on the epistle of James. I’ve shared before how this is probably 
my favorite book of the New Testament. I love it because it’s primary focus is on godly living, 
which is something that is very important and honestly in this day and age, it’s rare. 
 
I want to start by looking at the writer of this book, James. Who is he? What was he like? On 
what authority does he preach godly living? Why should we listen to him?  
 
First to clear up a few things. In the bible you see certain names used frequently, James is 
one of them.  
 
Depending on who you listen to, the name James in the New Testament is used in reference 
to at least 4 different men. So when you see this name, you have to recognize which James is 
being referred to. 
 
There were 2 James’ listed as part of the 12 apostles. 
 
Matthew 10:2-4 

2 Now the names of the twelve apostles are these: first, Simon, who is called Peter, 
and Andrew his brother; James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother; 3 Philip 
and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James the son of 
Alphaeus, and Lebbaeus, whose surname was Thaddaeus; 4 Simon the Cananite, 
and Judas Iscariot, who also betrayed Him. 

 
Two great men of God, followers of Christ, James the son of Zebedee (commonly known as 
John’s brother) and James the son of Alphaeus (commonly known as James the Less - Mark 
15:40)  
 
These men were chosen by Jesus to follow Him, and they left everything behind to do it.  
 
Neither of these are the James who wrote this letter. He was not so easily convinced to follow 
Jesus even though he knew Jesus way better than the other James’ did. 
 
Matthew 13:53-56 

53 Now it came to pass, when Jesus had finished these parables, that He departed 
from there. 54 When He had come to His own country, He taught them in their 
synagogue, so that they were astonished and said, “Where did this Man get this 
wisdom and these mighty works? 55 Is this not the carpenter’s son? Is not His mother 
called Mary? And His brothers James, Joses, Simon, and Judas? 56 And His sisters, 
are they not all with us? Where then did this Man get all these things?”  
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They knew who Jesus was, Joseph and Mary’s son. He has 4 brothers and some sisters who 
we know, they are with us….meaning they received the same teaching and instruction as 
everyone else in the synagogue. So where did Jesus get this ridiculous wisdom? We know 
His family, He is a nobody, He is not like US! 
 
This is the James who writes the letter we know of as the Book of James.  
 
If this caught anyone off guard...yes, Jesus has brothers and sisters! Not just spiritual but 
actual, natural, brothers and sisters. Some may call them half brothers and sisters since God 
is Jesus’ Father and Joseph is the father to the rest. Call them what you want, but He has 
brothers and sisters. 
 
This means the belief that some hold of Mary being forever a virgin are wrong. These are 
actual brothers and sisters born of Joseph and Mary, after Jesus’ birth. 
 
So getting back to James. He grows up with Jesus. He knows all about Him. So naturally 
James must know that Jesus is the Son of God. Joseph and Mary knew right? The angel 
Gabriel told them so! So surely the siblings knew! 
 
John 7:3-5 

3 His brothers therefore said to Him, “Depart from here and go into Judea, that Your 
disciples also may see the works that You are doing. 4 For no one does anything in 
secret while he himself seeks to be known openly. If You do these things, show 
Yourself to the world.” 5 For even His brothers did not believe in Him. 

 
His brothers didn’t believe in Him! They grew up around Him, the should know everything 
about Him, but they do not believe IN HIM.  
 
You see what they (including James) are doing? The advice they give stems from unbelief. 
They say go show everyone, show the world these miracles that you do. They wanted to see 
for themselves to determine if they are genuine.  
 
So James, Jesus’ brother does not start out believing in Him. You have to wonder why? Was 
it because Jesus never got in trouble as a child? He never did anything wrong so He never 
got in trouble. So was James jealous? Maybe James just refused to believe? 
 
We can’t know for sure but we know James was not sold on the idea of Jesus being the 
Messiah. 
 
There are people today that maybe have been told about Jesus since their childhood but just 
don’t believe in Him. That is OK!  
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Yes I just said that it’s ok for people to not believe in Christ. Here’s why, I heard it said like 
this: “You have gotta start somewhere!”  
 
Everyone’s faith starts somewhere, in fact it either starts with a lack of knowledge or unbelief. 
What is not important is where you start, it’s where you finish!  
 
But time is short….. 
 
James 4:14 

14 whereas you do not know what will happen tomorrow. For what is your life? It is 
even a vapor that appears for a little time and then vanishes away. 

 
How fitting that James says this. Life is short. It can be over in an instant. It doesn’t matter 
where you start, it matters where you finish. The twist is that you don’t know when you will 
finish which is what makes right now so important! Choose today to place your trust in Jesus! 
 
We don’t see an account of James’ conversion anywhere specific, but at some point it did in 
fact happen. 
 
1 Corinthians 15:6-7 

6 After that He was seen by over five hundred brethren at once, of whom the greater 
part remain to the present, but some have fallen asleep. 7 After that He was seen by 
James, then by all the apostles. 

 
Jesus made it a point to show himself to James after His resurrection. He was seen by 
James, THEN by ALL the apostles. And at some later point, James himself became one an 
apostle of Jesus.  
 
Galatians 1:18-19 

18 Then after three years I went up to Jerusalem to see Peter, and remained with him 
fifteen days. 19 But I saw none of the other apostles except James, the Lord’s brother. 

 
Here the apostle Paul (he’s a pretty reliable source) calls James an apostle. James by this 
point has repented and placed his faith in Jesus. 
 
Maybe this is a place where you are in your walk. You have repented (and continue to do so), 
and your faith is in Christ. If so that is good!  
 
Remember everyone starts somewhere, either lack of knowledge or doubt, then hopefully 
they realize the error of their ways, repent, and place their faith in Jesus. But there is more. 
 
When we look at the life of James, how he starts, where he is at this point, and where he ends 
up, we see the great miracle working power of almighty God. 
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James didn’t just stop at placing his faith in Christ. He gave his life, for Christ. 
 
Acts 1:4-5 

4 And being assembled together with them, He commanded them not to depart from 
Jerusalem, but to wait for the Promise of the Father, “which,” He said, “you have 
heard from Me; 5 for John truly baptized with water, but you shall be baptized with the 
Holy Spirit not many days from now.” 

 
This is after Jesus has appeared to them following the resurrection and ascended to heaven. 
Jesus says STAY and WAIT.  
 
Wait for the Promise, notice the capital P, it’s a proper name. The Promise is a person, the 
Holy Spirit.  
 
And Jesus says you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now. NOT MANY 
DAYS? Are you kidding me? I feel that would the the response of people today.  
 
How many of you would stay here and pray together in unity knowing that you would see the 
prayer answered NOT MANY DAYS from now? These are hard core radical believers, sold 
out for Jesus. Who were they? 
 
Acts 1:13-14 

13 And when they had entered, they went up into the upper room where they were 
staying: Peter, James, John, and Andrew; Philip and Thomas; Bartholomew and 
Matthew; James the son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot; and Judas the son of 
James. 14 These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication, with the 
women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His brothers. 
 

The twelve (Matthias replacing Judas) with the women, Mary, and His brothers. James, His 
brother who began with doubt, transitioned to belief, and now to radical devotion and 
obedience.  
 
This is how God can work in people’s lives. He chooses the unlikely. You know who is pretty 
unlikely to be used by Jesus, how about someone who lived with Him for their whole 
childhood and yet still didn’t believe Him.  
 
Think about that. James should have known. He should have been able to see that Jesus was 
the Son of God. That Jesus wasn’t just a goody goody older brother. But he didn’t, not for a 
long time. And Jesus used James anyway. 
 
Jesus chooses the unlikely, the tax collector (Matthew), the fishermen (Peter, Andrew), the 
doubters (James, Jude), even the persecutors (Paul).  
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Listen, if Jesus can use these guys who were viewed as common people or some even 
despised by the public, what is to keep Him from using YOU? 
 
And stop putting limits on what God can do! HE IS GOD! He is omnipotent, meaning He has 
unlimited power, able to do anything! 
 
You know what He did with James?  
 
Acts 15:12-21 

12 Then all the multitude kept silent and listened to Barnabas and Paul declaring how 
many miracles and wonders God had worked through them among the Gentiles. 13 
And after they had become silent, James answered, saying, “Men and brethren, listen 
to me:14 Simon has declared how God at the first visited the Gentiles to take out of 
them a people for His name. 15 And with this the words of the prophets agree, just as 
it is written: 

16 ‘After this I will return 
And will rebuild the tabernacle of David, which has fallen down; 
I will rebuild its ruins, 
And I will set it up; 
17 So that the rest of mankind may seek the Lord, 
Even all the Gentiles who are called by My name, 
Says the Lord who does all these things.’ 

18 “Known to God from eternity are all His works. 19 Therefore I judge that we should 
not trouble those from among the Gentiles who are turning to God, 20 but that we write 
to them to abstain from things polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from things 
strangled, and from blood. 21 For Moses has had throughout many generations those 
who preach him in every city, being read in the synagogues every Sabbath.” 

 
Here James is being used by God to lead the early church and speaking with authority. Paul 
and Barnabas are two powerful witnesses for Christ. James listens to all that God has done 
through them, then he delivers this speech in defense of salvation by faith alone.  
 
He relates God’s plans for Gentile salvation with His current work.  
 
James quotes scripture showing Gentile salvation. God has given James great wisdom and 
guess what, boldness and authority. It’s a good thing that James waited with the others for 
NOT MANY DAYS for the baptism of the Holy Spirit…. 
 
Acts 1:8 

8 But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall 
be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the 
earth.” 
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This wisdom and boldness and authority is because he had been endued with POWER. He is 
being empowered by the Holy Spirit. 
 
God had big plans for James! 
 
Even Peter respected James as a leader… 
 
Acts 12:16-17 

16 Now Peter continued knocking; and when they opened the door and saw him, they 
were astonished. 17 But motioning to them with his hand to keep silent, he declared to 
them how the Lord had brought him out of the prison. And he said, “Go, tell these 
things to James and to the brethren.” And he departed and went to another place. 

 
Jesus freed Peter from prison and Peter says “go tell James”.  
 
James goes from doubter, to believer, and follower, to leader!  
 
But what makes James such a good leader? How is it that James wrote this epistle that we 
are about to study and made it so practical yet so deep.  
 
James writes about ethical living based on the gospel. He writes about faith and 
righteousness, which are 2 big passions of mine. We need to not only have faith, but walk it 
out...which produces righteousness!  
 
But how, why James? 
 
James 1:1 

James, a bondservant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
To the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad: 
Greetings. 

 
How does James introduce himself? James, a bondservant of God and of the Lord Jesus 
Christ! 
 
He doesn’t say “James, brother of Jesus.”  
He doesn’t say “James, leader of the church in Jerusalem.” 
 
But instead, he identifies himself as “James, a bondservant of God and of the Lord Jesus 
Christ”  
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Romans 6:15-23 
15 What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? Certainly 
not!16 Do you not know that to whom you present yourselves slaves to obey, you are 
that one’s slaves whom you obey, whether of sin leading to death, or of obedience 
leading to righteousness? 17 But God be thanked that though you were slaves of sin, 
yet you obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine to which you were delivered. 18 
And having been set free from sin, you became slaves of righteousness. 19 I speak in 
human terms because of the weakness of your flesh. For just as you presented your 
members as slaves of uncleanness, and of lawlessness leading to more lawlessness, 
so now present your members as slaves of righteousness for holiness. 

 
This is why he was called “James the Just”, because he knew who his master was. He was a 
slave to righteousness. He pursued holiness, and he wrote a letter to the churches to guide us 
down the same path. To show us how to be a bondservant of God and of the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 
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