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Acts 1: Lesson Two,  

Stephen’s Martyrdom and the Resulting Diaspora 
Acts 6-8, James  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
In John 12:24, we find an important teaching of Jesus that our present lesson exemplifies. 
Jesus said, “Very truly I tell you, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it 
remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.” The paradoxical principle 
is that death is the way to life. He presented this teaching in the context of His own upcoming 
crucifixion but went on to say, “Anyone who loves their life will lose it, while anyone who 
hates their life in this world will keep it for eternal life” (12:25). Jesus wants all of His 
followers to understand this principle and be willing to give up their lives for Him, as He did 
for us.  
 
Acts 5 ends with the Jerusalem Church meeting publicly in the temple courts, as well as in 
private homes. Although the apostles were confronted by the Sanhedrin (and flogged on one 
occasion [5:40]), it seems that the Church was enjoying relative freedom. Perhaps a number 
of years are implied between chapters 5 and 6, in which that freedom continued. But in 
chapters 6-7, it is evident that something has changed because the first Christian is martyred.  
 
Stephen surely knew that confronting the Sanhedrin as he did could cost him his life. But like 
a kernel of wheat that falls to the ground and dies, Stephen’s sacrifice ultimately produced 
many seeds. His martyrdom and the ensuing Church persecution became a catalyst for world 
evangelism. The Church was no longer able to remain content in Jerusalem. The believers 
were dispersed like scattered seeds throughout Judea and Samaria (8:1). 
 
Not all of us will be martyred for our faith as Stephen was, but every believer is called to 
fully surrender his or her life to Jesus. Stephen died long before he was martyred. He died to 
self so that Christ could live through him (Galatians 2:20). As a result of his surrender, he 
lived a powerful, Spirit-filled life that continued bearing fruit long after his death. Self-
surrender is the vehicle God uses as a catalyst for life and growth.  
 
Chapter 6 begins by introducing Stephen in the context of a Church problem that had 
developed.  
 

Subject: Stephen’s martyrdom resulted in a scattering of the Church and James wrote to those who were scattered. 
Main Idea: Self-surrender is the vehicle God uses as a catalyst for life and growth.  

Principles: 
1. Spirit-filled Christians have fully surrendered their lives to Jesus. 
2. The impact of one sacrifice should never be underestimated.  
3. Trials and temptations are opportunities to die to self.  
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I. Stephen, the First Martyr for Christ – Acts 6-7 

A. The Choosing of Seven Deacons – Acts 6:1-7 
i. Grecian and Hebraic Jews  

1. Apparently, the Hellenistic Jews and the Hebraic Jews were 
culturally distinctive. The Hebraic Jews were native Palestinians, 
whereas the Hellenistic (or Grecian) Jews had lived outside 
Palestine. The native Palestinian Jews were likely to have been 
proud of their heritage. They lived in the land of their ancestors, the 
“promised land.” Since the non-native Jews had previously lived 
elsewhere, they would have been especially eager to prove their 
loyalty to Judaism, and as objects of the local Jews’ prejudice, they 
were also likely to band together. 

2. The tension between these two groups eventually worked its way 
into the growing Church. In Acts 6, we find Hellenistic Jews along 
with Hebraic Jews in the Church. Many Hellenistic Jews had been 
in Jerusalem at Pentecost and had heard the disciples speaking 
tongues in the languages of the countries where they lived. Perhaps 
some of these were converted and remained in Jerusalem. Others 
may have been converted in Jerusalem since that time.  

ii. Neglect of the Hellenistic Widows: One particularly troublesome problem 
arose from this tension. The Hellenistic widows were being overlooked in 
the Church’s food distribution. Perhaps the Palestinian Jews had 
developed a spiritual snobbishness, so that they intentionally neglected the 
foreign, Greek-speaking widows.  

iii. The Solution  
1. The Apostles had the Church choose seven men who were known 

to have been full of the Spirit and wisdom to oversee the 
distribution and correct the problem. Stephen is listed first in the 
seven names. Notably, every one of the chosen men has a Greek 
name and was, presumably, a Hellenistic Jew, virtually 
guaranteeing that the inequity toward the Greek-speaking Jews 
would not continue. The responsibility given to the seven men is 
similar to what some churches today would assign to their deacons, 
but the Lord used Stephen in other ways as well.  

2. Second on the list is Philip, about whom we learn more in Acts 8.  
3. The Apostles asked that these men be appointed so they would not 

neglect their teaching and preaching ministries “in order to wait on 
tables.” It wasn’t that they saw food distribution as an inferior 
responsibility but apparently, it threatened their primary 
responsibilities (prayer and the ministry of the word).  
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iv. A Progress Report: With the problem resolved, the Church remained 

effective and growing. A large number of priests also were saved. 
Hundreds of priests were involved in a rotation of managing and keeping 
the Temple and performing its sacrifices. Perhaps, regular participation in 
these rituals had the intended effect of pointing sincere, thoughtful 
individuals to the person and work of Jesus the Messiah and made priests 
more disposed to accept the Gospel message.  
 

B. Opposition to Stephen and the Gospel – Acts 6:8-15 
i. The Synagogue of Freedmen: Stephen was full of God’s grace and power 

and performed great wonders and signs. However, members of the 
Synagogue of the Freedmen opposed him. This “synagogue” may have 
been a single synagogue in Jerusalem, or a group of synagogues. In either 
case, the passage indicates that the members were Jews who had formerly 
lived outside Palestine. Precisely why “Freedmen” was part of the name is 
not known. It may have been that they or their ancestors had been 
prisoners of war or slaves that were freed. Some came from Cilicia, the 
province of Saul (Paul). In fact, it seems that he may have been a member 
of the group (8:1a). Regardless, these Grecian Jews had come to live in 
Jerusalem and were not Christ-followers, while Stephen was a leader 
among the believing Grecian Jews.  

ii. Their Accusations against Stephen: Apparently, word got around quickly 
that Stephen was promoting ideas about the Law of Moses and the 
Temple that would have been offensive to Jews from any locale. The Law 
and the Temple represented the Jewish identity. As already mentioned, the 
Grecian Jews, having formerly lived outside the land, were probably 
especially eager to prove their loyalty to these things. Certain members of 
the Synagogue of Freedmen secretly persuaded some men to trump up 
charges against Stephen and he was brought before the Sanhedrin. 
According to these charges, Stephen claimed Jesus would destroy the 
Temple and change the Law of Moses, thus (in the Jewish mind) 
blaspheming Moses and God.  
 

C. Stephen’s Speech and Death – Acts 7: Stephen’s ministry was short-lived, but 
God blessed and honored his sacrifice by preserving Stephen’s speech, the 
longest recorded speech in Scripture. 
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i. Stephen’s Message – 7:1-53   

1. Jewish Idolatry: Perhaps Stephen was the first Jewish believer to 
recognize that God’s redemptive plan was more inclusive than the 
Jews had imagined. God told Abraham all nations would be blessed 
through him (Genesis 12:2-3). His plan of salvation was never 
intended to be limited to Jews who lived in a Jewish land with a 
Jewish Temple and Jewish laws. Stephen recognized that the Jews 
had moved outside God’s purpose for them by their unwillingness 
to move beyond the comfort zone of their traditional ways of 
thinking. Through the centuries, they had come to worship the Law, 
instead of the Law-Giver, and the Temple, instead of the God of the 
Temple.  

2. A History Lesson: Stephen proved from Jewish history that neither 
the land where the Jews lived, nor the Law of Moses, nor the 
Temple were requisites to true worship. Their forefathers had 
served the Lord while living outside the land, before the Law was 
given, and before a Tabernacle or Temple existed. Furthermore, the 
Jews had consistently rejected God’s messengers. Joseph’s brothers 
sold him as a slave, Moses thought his own people would recognize 
that God was using him to rescue them, but they did not (even later, 
when he led them out of Egypt, they refused to obey him), and the 
Jewish prophets were persecuted for being God’s mouthpiece (7:9, 
25-27, 35, 39, 40, 51-52). Stephen concluded by saying that his 
accusers were so much like their forefathers that they had even 
betrayed and murdered God’s Messiah (7:52-53).  

3. The Accusations Against Stephen: Rather than directly addressing 
the charges against him pertaining to the Temple and the Law, 
Stephen addressed the heart of the matter: the Jewish attitude of 
superiority as the keepers of the Law and the Temple. While it was 
true that he preached the necessity for change in the Jews’ attitude 
(they were a “stiff-necked people” who “resisted the Holy Spirit” 
[7:51]), he was not guilty of blaspheming God or Moses. 

ii. Stephen’s Vision and Death – 7:54-60: Nevertheless, the self-righteous 
Sanhedrin was so infuriated by Stephen’s boldness that they gnashed their 
teeth at him. Then Stephen saw a vision of the glory of God and Jesus 
standing at God’s right hand. When Jesus had been on trial before the 
Sanhedrin, he said that in the future, they would see Him at God’s right 
hand (Matthew 26:64). Stephen’s vision perhaps reminded them of this, 
for they immediately dragged him out of the city and stoned him. Stephen 
boldly stood for Jesus and as he died, he witnessed Jesus standing to 
welcome him.  
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iii. Saul’s Introduction – 7:57 – 8:1: Those who made the accusations 

against Stephen (the witnesses) would have been required by Law to cast 
the first stones. The text says the witnesses who stoned Stephen laid their 
coats at the feet of a young man named Saul. This is our first introduction 
to the man who later became the apostle to the Gentiles and chose to be 
called by his Roman name, Paul. Saul surely never forgot Stephen’s face 
(6:15) and that he asked the Lord to forgive his persecutors as he died 
(just as Jesus had done [Luke 23:34, Acts 7:60]). But at this time in his 
life, Saul was so far from serving Jesus that Luke records that he was 
actually responsible for Stephen’s death.  
 

D. Two Important Observations from Chapters 6-7  
i. Change in Attitude toward Believers: Something changed in the attitude 

of the Jews toward the Church between the events of Acts 5 and Acts 8. 
Previously, opposition to the Church was motivated by jealousy (5:17). 
The authorities had considered those who met in Jesus’ name to be a new 
sect of Judaism (Acts 24:5, 14), not a separate religion: Jewish Christians 
went to the Temple and had not taught the need to leave Judaism behind, 
but simply saw Jesus as the fulfillment of Judaism. However, Stephen 
indicated that the Jews had fallen out of line with God’s program, making 
Christianity in conflict with it. This marked the end of an era in early 
church history. The implications are clear through the remainder of Acts.  

ii. Significance of the Spirit’s Filling: Stephen is described as have been 
filled with the Spirit three times in Acts 6 and 7 (6:3, 5; 7:55). As we 
learned in the last lesson, the first baptism with the Holy Spirit occurred at 
Pentecost. Since Pentecost, every believer receives this baptism at 
conversion. The term “baptism with the Holy Spirit” appears twice in 
Acts (1:5, 11:16). However, the phrase “filled with the Holy Spirit” 
appears over and over. In Ephesians 5:18, Paul commands those who are 
already believers to “be filled with the Holy Spirit.” The verb tense Paul 
used implies continual filling, not the one time receiving and sealing of 
the Holy Spirit that happens at conversion when an individual is baptized 
with the Holy Spirit. Since Paul was addressing individuals who had 
already been converted, we must conclude that the filling of the Spirit 
(while it happens at conversion) is distinctly different from the baptism of 
the Spirit. While we don’t need to be overly caught up with terminology, 
the point is that while conversion and receiving of the Holy Spirit is a 
one-time experience there is an aspect of this – a result with regard to the 
Spirit – that should occur repeatedly: a Spirit-filling. Furthermore, Paul’s 
command that we “be filled” implies action on our part. But why does a 
Spirit-indwelt believer need to be filled with the Spirit again and again 
and what exactly is our responsibility in it?  
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1. Why Do We Need to be Refilled? At conversion, we bowed to the 

Lord’s sovereign control. In daily practice, we often neglect to 
remember this and attempt to reassert control over our own lives. 
We do this because our sin nature remains in us until we die. At 
conversion, a new nature (a God-pleasing, spiritual nature) is 
birthed within us. But the two will remain in conflict until we shed 
these moral bodies. When we hijack control of our lives, the Holy 
Spirit graciously relinquishes to our demand and the sin in our lives 
begins to occupy more and more space in our hearts and minds. We 
are no longer, in every respect, filled with the Holy Spirit. A 
believer never loses the Holy Spirit’s presence, but the effect of sin 
and no longer being Spirit-filled is loss of the Holy Spirit’s power.  

2. What is Our Responsibility in it? Some believers have lived for 
long periods, even years, without fully resubmitting to Jesus’ 
Lordship in their lives. When they finally do, the experience of 
being filled anew with the Holy Spirit may be even more powerful 
than it was at their conversion. If so, they may assume that they 
were previously converted but are now, for the first time, finally 
receiving the Holy Spirit. In reality, the Holy Spirit has indwelt 
them all along, but they have simply not experienced His power in 
their lives for a very long time and never before to this degree. In 
confessing and repenting of all known sin and fully resubmitting 
their lives to Jesus, they have not only suddenly taken a large step 
forward in their spiritual growth, perhaps for the first time since 
their conversion, they are once again filled with the Holy Spirit. 
When we confess all known sin in prayer, ask the Lord to resume 
His rightful authority over us, and begin acting in obedience to 
Him, we position ourselves for a new filling of the Holy Spirit. Of 
course, our goal is that fullness with the Holy Spirit becomes a 
long-term characteristic of our lives (as it apparently was for 
Stephen (6:3, 8 [see also Barnabas in 11:24]). But the Holy Spirit 
may also choose to increase His fullness in our lives on special 
occasions for special purposes, as He did with Stephen when he 
addressed the Sanhedrin (see other examples in Acts 4:8 and 31). 
For some, tongues may accompany the filling of the Holy Spirit, 
but Scripture does not teach that as a necessary sign of the power or 
presence of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:30). Many Spirit-
filled individuals do not speak in tongues. The evidence of the 
Spirit’s filling is not miraculous phenomena or any particular gift of 
the Spirit but rather, moral qualities, which Paul calls “the fruit of 
the Spirit” (Galatians 5:22). 
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3. Summary: In summary, we do not understand the New Testament 

correctly if we confuse receiving the Holy Spirit for the very first 
time with later fillings of the Holy Spirit. The New Testament 
teaches that while baptism with the Holy Spirit is a one-time event 
that occurs at conversion, the filling of the Holy Spirit can and 
should occur repeatedly in the life of a believer.  

 
Summary Statement: Stephen was filled with the Holy Spirit and delivered a powerful 
speech to the Sanhedrin.  
 
Principle: Spirit-filled Christians have fully surrendered their lives to Jesus.  
 
Illustration: It may be helpful to think of our capacity for spiritual growth and Spirit-filling 
like a balloon. The balloon is filled with air, but as more air is put into it, it expands and is 
more full.i In order for the balloon to be filled in the first place, we must have received Jesus 
and surrendered our lives to His Lordship, to the degree that we understand the meaning of 
full surrender at that time. When we are first saved, we know very little, so little is expected 
of us. But the Lord wants to grow us. Spiritual growth and the characteristic of being Spirit-
filled begin with hunger for more of God. As we seek Him in His word, our knowledge 
grows. As our knowledge grows, so does our responsibility to respond and submit. When we 
do, our capacity for the Holy Spirit expands and the balloon is filled fuller. But when we 
don’t respond, we lose the fullness of the Holy Spirit. Often, disbelief of what we have 
learned lies behind our failure to obey.  
 
Application: Would other believers characterize you as a Spirit-filled Christian?   
Are you hungry for more of God? If not, have you recently asked the Lord to reveal sin in 
your life, confessed and named every sin He reveals, and asked Him to fill you anew? What 
is keeping us from asking God to make us hunger for even more of Him?  
 
Transition:  The significance of Stephen’s speech was a change in thinking among non-
believing Jews about the essence of Christianity: it was not a sect of Judaism but a departure 
from Judaism. The significance of Stephen’s death was that it marked the beginning of a 
period of intense persecution that drove the believers out of Jerusalem. His selfless surrender 
was the vehicle for the life and growth of the Church. 
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II. The Result of Stephen’s Martyrdom – Acts 8  

A. The Church Scattered – 8:1-3 
i. The Great Commission: Acts 8:1 says, “On that day a great persecution 

broke out against the church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were 
scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.” Jesus had told His followers to 
be His witnesses, first in Jerusalem, and then in all Judea and Samaria 
(Acts 1:8). Acts 8:1 shows the Gospel spreading in this exact way.  

ii. The Diaspora: Hundreds of years earlier, God’s people were carried from 
Canaan by the Assyrians and Babylonians and scattered as exiles. The 
term used for this dispersion is the Diaspora. In Acts, the Church 
experiences its own kind of diaspora. Luke’s word for their dispersal 
(diaspeirō) comes from the Greek word for “seed.” The believers were 
scattered like one scatters seed. “But scattered seeds grow, and the irony 
is that the persecution and scattering of the Christians only led to their 
further increase.”ii   

iii. Saul: Godly people mourned deeply for Stephen, but Saul began to 
destroy the church, going from house to house imprisoning Christian men 
and women. Despite Saul’s efforts, the remainder of chapter 8 shows how 
the Gospel continued spreading outside Jerusalem.  
 

B. The Gospel Spread – 8:4-40  
i. Philip in Samaria – 8:1-13 

1. Since the apostles remained in Jerusalem (8:1), it is possible that 
the Hellenist believers (like Stephen) became the special targets of 
this persecution. Acts 8 largely revolves around the evangelistic 
efforts of a Hellenist believer named Philip. Since Philip was 
among those scattered (8:4), he could not have been the apostle by 
the same name (Matthew 10:3) but rather the Jewish Christian 
whose name appears right after Stephen’s in the list of seven men 
chosen to oversee food distribution (6:5). Philip was filled with the 
Holy Spirit (6:3) and his witness was extremely effective. 

2. Stephen’s speech reflected the beginning of a change in the 
thinking of the first Jewish Christians that prepared them to see that 
Christianity was not a sect of Judaism but a departure from it. This 
helped prepare the Church for the inclusion of Gentiles. The first 
people recorded as being evangelized outside Jerusalem were 
Samaritans (half-Jews by ethnicity), to whom Philip witnessed. 
Jesus Himself seems to have laid the groundwork in Samaria by 
ministering to the woman at the well (John 4:39-42). Since 
Palestinian Jews snubbed Samaritans and Hellenistic Jews alike, the 
fact that Philip was a Hellenistic Jew was also in his favor. 
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ii. Peter and John in Samaria – 8:14-25: When the apostles heard the 

Samaritans had accepted the word of God, they sent Peter and John to see 
what was happening.    

1. Simon Magnus – 8:9-25: One of those who “believed and was 
baptized” in Samaria was a sorcerer named Simon. Simon is known 
in extra-Biblical writings as “Simon Magnus” (Simon the Great) 
and as a leading heretic in the early church.iii While Acts 8:13 says 
Simon “believed and was baptized,” the New Testament does not 
always use the word “believed” to imply saving faith. It seems from 
the story in Acts that Simon’s belief was more a belief in the 
supernatural and he was more interested in selfish gain than in 
becoming a true disciple of Christ. It is worth noting that when 
Peter told Simon to repent, rather than praying himself, Simon 
asked Peter to pray. Furthermore, Simon only asked that he would 
not suffer the consequences of Peter’s curse.  

2. The Samaritan Pentecost – 8:15-17  
a. According to 8:15, when Peter and John arrived, “they 

prayed for the new believers [in Samaria] that they might 
receive the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit had not yet 
come on any of them; they had simply been baptized in the 
name of the Lord Jesus.” When the apostles laid their hands 
on the Samaritans, the Samaritans received the Holy Spirit. 

b. This passage is sometimes used to justify a biblical teaching 
that the Holy Spirit is not always given to individuals at 
conversion. However, the unusual delay in the case of the 
Samaritans can be explained in light of what was going on in 
the history of the Church. Up to this point, faith in Christ had 
been a Jewish phenomenon. Therefore, the reports of 
Samaritan conversions needed to be investigated and 
approved as legitimate by the Apostles, who were the Church 
authorities. The delay in the granting of the Holy Spirit 
enabled Peter and John to witness it and know God had 
indeed accepted non-Jewish converts. It also gave the 
Samaritans confidence of the Church’s acceptance. Thus, the 
abnormal delay prevented division and confusion within the 
Church, and as the Church grew outside Jerusalem, pre-
existing prejudices began to break down.  

c. Since it is not normally the pattern of Scripture for converts 
to receive the Holy Spirit sometime after conversion, some 
refer to this exceptional occasion as “The Samaritan 
Pentecost.”  
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3. Peter and John’s Samaritan Witness: Knowing that salvation in 

Jesus was coming to Samaritans, Peter and John did further 
evangelizing in Samaria before they returned to Jerusalem (8:25).  

4. Philip’s Influence on Africa – 8:26-39 
a. Luke further illustrates how the Gospel was spreading outside 

Jerusalem by telling of the conversion of an Ethiopian eunuch, 
who was returning home to Africa after worshiping in Jerusalem. 
According to church tradition, this man was a high-ranking 
official of his country and became an influential missionary there. 

b. Philip carefully explained the good news of Jesus to the eunuch, 
who happened to be reading a Messianic prophecy from Isaiah 
when Philip came upon him. The man believed and asked Philip 
to baptize him. Water baptism symbolizes unification with Christ 
in His death for our sins and unification in His resurrection to new 
life. It is a sign of salvation, not a means of salvation. All 
believers are to be baptized (Matthew 28:19; Acts 2:38, 10:48). 
Nowhere in the New Testament is a person converted and then 
baptized with water weeks or months or years later. If you belong 
to Christ and have delayed your baptism, I urge you to take this 
step of obedience to Christ right away.  

c. Philip’s transportation (8:40), as well as the Spirit’s directing him 
to the Ethiopian in the first place, both highlight that the 
advancing of the Gospel was the work of the Spirit. God was 
working through this Spirit-filled man! 

 
Summary Statement: Stephen’s death was the catalyst for church expansion and resulted in 
new life for countless converts.  
 
Principle: The impact of one sacrifice should never be underestimated.  
 
Illustration: The church father Tertullian said, “The blood of the martyrs is seed.” iv Of 
course, Christ’s death and Stephen’s death are perfect examples. However, many others have 
made great sacrifices, some also dying for their faith and others pouring out their lives as a 
living sacrifice. Jerome was one such individual. Near the end of the fourth century AD, 
many people throughout the Roman Empire spoke Greek. For them, the entire Bible was 
available. The New Testament was originally penned in Greek and the Old Testament had 
been translated into Greek (the Septuagint). But not all spoke Greek and early attempts to 
translate the Bible into Latin had been made by unqualified translators. As a result,  
poor and sometimes conflicting translations were in circulation.v In 385 AD, the brilliant 
scholar Jerome left Rome for the Holy Land where he spent the last 33 years of his life living 
in a small cave near Bethlehem. Pope Damascus commissioned him to accurately translate 
the entire Bible into common (or “vulgar”) Latin and for 23 years, Jerome remained in virtual 
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isolation completing it. About four years ago, I had the privilege of seeing the very cave. It 
is indeed small. Imagine living alone that many years late in your life in a setting like that! 
But the result was Jerome’s “Latin Vulgate,” which remained the most definitive version of 
the Bible in Western Europe for the next 1000 years!  
 
Application: You and I may be called to martyrdom as Stephen was, but even if not, each of 
us is called to daily lay down our lives. Stephen died to self long before he was martyred. 
Our sacrifices will not be in vain. Like the rings created by a stone falling into still waters, 
the impact of our sacrifices will ripple across our own lives and the lives of others to an 
extent we may never imagine.  
 
What first step will you take this week? Do you need to begin by sacrificing time surfing the 
internet or sitting in front of the television in order to read worthy, edifying material? You 
might give away something you planned to enjoy for yourself or permanently increase your 
tithe. These are just beginnings. For the Christian, self-sacrifice should be habitual because it 
is a catalyst for life and growth. Sometimes, when Christians have made a significant 
sacrifice, they feel they have done their duty and can go contentedly along with that sacrifice 
“in the rearview mirror.” They are missing opportunities to catapult their own spiritual 
growth and to bring life to countless others. Might that describe you or me?  
 
Transition: From Acts 8 forward, Jerusalem is no longer the primary setting of the Book of 
Acts. The Church was scattered and James wrote a letter to these scattered Jewish Christians 
(James 1:1).  
 

III. James’ Letter to the Scattered Church – James 1-5 
A. Background 

i. Authorship and Date 
1. Identity of the Author: The New Testament mentions several men 

named James. Most prominent are James the Apostle and James the 
brother of Jesus. Since James the Apostle was put to death early in 
Church history (Acts 12:2), scholars largely agree that the author of 
this letter was the half-brother of Jesus. Peter acted as the first 
spokesman of the Jerusalem church but eventually, he was called 
into missionary service. After Peter, James served as God’s chosen 
leader in Jerusalem (Acts 15:13, Galatians 1:19, 2:9). Prior to Jesus 
resurrection, Jesus’ brothers had not believed in Him (John 7:5). 
Therefore, it must have been Jesus’ post-resurrection appearance to 
James that converted him (1 Corinthians 15:7). Since he was raised 
in the same household as Jesus, no one could have known Jesus 
much better. It is especially meaningful that the brother of Jesus 
began his letter by calling himself Jesus’ “servant.”  
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2. Date of Writing: According to the first century Jewish historian 

Josephus, James was martyred in AD 62. It is therefore very 
possible that his epistle is one of the earliest, perhaps written in the 
mid to late 40s, before the Jerusalem Council in AD 49.  

ii. Objection to Canonization: When the canon of the New Testament was 
being compiled, some individuals objected to the inclusion of James. 
Paul’s writings emphasize that faith is the only prerequisite for salvation. 
James says, “A person is considered righteous by what they do and not by 
faith alone” (2:24). However, the two ideas are not contradictory but 
complementary. Placing our faith firmly in Christ alone saves us. Yet 
good works inevitably result and where they are absent, no true saving 
faith exists.  

iii. Purpose 
1. Audience: James may have written to Jewish Christians or the 

Church at large. The fact that he addressed the “twelve tribes 
scattered among the nations” (1:1), combined with the early date of 
his writing, leads many to conclude he wrote primarily to Jewish 
Christians scattered after Stephen’s stoning. Ultimately, it doesn’t 
matter, for the subject matter is timeless and meaningful for all 
believers.  

2. Subject  
a. Trials: Scholars debate the motivation for James’ writing. 

James was keenly familiar with and influenced by Jesus’ 
teachings, as well as the Old Testament. The subject matter is 
sometimes compared with the Sermon on the Mount. At first 
glance, James seems to have addressed many random topics. 
Chapters 1, 2, and 5 indicate that wealthy people were 
oppressing those to whom James wrote. The book does not 
indicate whether these wealthy people were inside or outside 
the Church. Regardless, one possible motive for James’ 
writing may have been to give practical advice to those who 
were being mistreated by them. But whether or not this 
difficulty was the one James primarily had in view, the 
scattered believers to whom he wrote were most definitely 
facing trials and temptations of some kind.  

b. Response to Trials: Throughout his letter, James described 
two opposite responses to trials and temptations: one is an 
earthly response and the other is heavenly. In the very middle 
of the book, he summarizes these responses:  
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Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show 
it by his good life, by deeds done in the humility that comes 
from wisdom. But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish 
ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the 
truth.  Such “wisdom” does not come down from heaven but 
is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil. For where you have envy 
and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil 
practice. But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of 
all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of 
mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. Peacemakers 
who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness (3:13-18).  

  
James’ epistle contains many golden nuggets about living God-
honoring, Spirit-filled lives.	 Every believer has “trials of many 
kinds” (1:2) and each of us chooses how we respond.  

 
B. Outline 

i. James 1: Tried and tested Christians can lash out in anger or humbly reign 
in their tongues. 

ii. James 2: A Christian’s response (deeds) proves the reality of his or her 
faith.  

iii. James 3:1-12: Christians whose tongues are controlled during trials testify 
to God’s control over all aspects of their lives. 

iv. James 3:13 – 4:17: A Christian’s response to oppression determines 
whether “a harvest of righteousness” (3:18) will result. 

v. James 5: Job and Elijah serve as examples of perseverance and prayer 
while suffering.  

vi. Summary: How are believers to respond to trials and temptations?  
1. Not as those who give into the desires aroused by the sinful nature 

but as those in whom the good, Gift Giver has given new birth  
2. Not by following the enticement to sin but as those who heed the 

“word of truth”  
3. Not with anger but with a controlled tongue.  
4. Not with worldly wisdom but with wisdom from above 
5. Not showing favoritism or envy but mercy and humility 
6. Not in our own strength but through prayer  

 When our response is heavenly, our “deeds” testify to our saving faith. 
 
Summary Statement: In the context of this lesson, we might summarize James by saying 
that trials and temptations are opportunities to die to self.  
 
Principle: Trials and temptations are opportunities to die to self.  
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As we’ve already learned, a believer’s old sin nature will remain in conflict with the new 
nature birthed at his or her conversion. A non-believer may act badly and excuse it by saying, 
“That’s just the way I am,” and there is some truth to that. But as disciples of Jesus Christ 
with the Holy Spirit living in us, we cannot use that excuse. We can choose how we respond. 
We do not have to respond according to our old nature. We can choose heavenly responses. 
We live by the Spirit, not by the flesh. Romans 8:12-13 says, “Therefore, brothers and sisters, 
we have an obligation – but it is not to the sinful nature, to live according to it. For if you live 
according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds 
of the body, you will live.” 
 
Trials and temptations are opportunities to put the old nature to death. When we live Spirit-
filled lives, we respond to difficulties with love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. James calls these heavenly responses (3:17-18). 
Paul calls them the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22).  
 
Application: In another passage, Paul said, “We always carry around in our body the death 
of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body. For we who are alive are 
always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life may also be revealed in our 
mortal body” (2 Corinthians 4:10-11). Friends, self-surrender is the vehicle God uses as a 
catalyst for life and growth. Are we willing, at any cost, to have Christ’s death worked out in 
us, in order that His resurrection life may be manifested in us? At any cost? If you are 
willing, perhaps you would like to sign and date a note and put it into your Bible indicating 
it:  
 

Lord, I am willing, at any cost, that your death be worked out in me, in order that your 
resurrection life may be manifested in and through me. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The diaspora wasn’t Stephen’s idea. He was simply faithful to the Lord and the Lord used his 
sacrifice as a vehicle for life and growth. Just as Jesus said, “Very truly I tell you, unless a 
kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it 
produces many seeds” (John 12:24). 
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