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Lesson 1: The Three James’ of the Gospels
Introduction

      The name “James” appears frequently in the gospel narratives.  There are three separate James’ mentioned amidst the early church in Jerusalem: James the greater; James the less; and James the righteous.  Correct interpretation of which James is being mentioned when discerning Scripture is imperative.   
Our Character of Study: James the Greater

     James’ entire family was resolutely involved in the ministry of Jesus.  Zebedee, father of James and John, was an affluent businessman and possibly a continued financial contributor to Jesus’ ministry.  Salome, the wife of Zebedee, was an active follower of Christ.  James and John, the sons of Zebedee, became two of the three “inner apostles” and were counted within the called twelve apostles. 

      James father was Zebedee, a “Galilean fisherman” whom some presume resided “in Bethsaida or Capernaum.”
  Peterson states, “Zebedee and his two sons operated a thriving fishing business on the Sea of Galilee in partnership with another set of renowned brothers, Andrew and Phillip (Like 5:7-10).”
  It is surmised that Zebedee was a “man of influence” because “he marketed some of his choice produce among the elite in Jerusalem (John 18: 16).”
 Additionally, we find in Mark 1:20 that the sons left their father “with the hired servants” alluding to potential prosperity.
  James mother, Salome, is mentioned with frequency in Scripture: requesting prominence for her two sons (Mt. 20:24; Mk. 10:35-41); as an eyewitness of Jesus’ crucifixion (Mk. 5:40); and involvement in bringing spices to Jesus’ tomb for the anointment of His body.
  A comparison of Matthew 27:56 with Mark 15:40 identify the mother of James and John as Salome and possibly the sister of Jesus’ mother, Mary.  Ross states, “Many infer from John 19:25 that she was the sister of Mary, the Lord’s mother.”
  Provided this inference is accurate that would mean, “James and John were first cousins to the Lord.”
  

      Lastly, we have the younger brother of James, Apostle John (Mt. 10:2).  John is the “human author of a gospel…that bears his name” and likely of the Book of Revelation.”
  John was also: a “frequent companion of Peter in the first twelve chapters of Acts”; a member of the “Lord’s most intimate inner circle”; and a major “role player in the early church.”
                    
     The character of James the greater was considered by many to be somewhat boisterous and rough in nature.  The name James is a Greek translation (Ἰάκωβος [James]) of the Hebrew word (ya'ăqōb [Jacob]) which means supplanter.”
  Additionally, Jesus gave James and John the Greek name (“Boanerges”) meaning “sons of thunder” (Mark 3:17).  Mark provides the sole usage of this term and Thayer defines it as: “The name seems to denote fiery and destructive zeal that may be likened to a thunder storm.”
 Likewise Vincent states: “It is justified by the impetuosity and zeal which characterized both the brothers, which prompted them to suggest the calling of fire from heaven to consume the inhospitable Samaritan village (Luke 9:54); which marked James as the victim of an early martyrdom (Acts 12:2).”
 
James the Less

     James the Less is mentioned the least of the three James’ and little is known about him.  Some of the family Identifiers include: Son of Alphaeus (Cleopas) and his wife Mary (Mt. 10:3); brother of Simeon, Jude and possibly the Apostle Matthew (compare Mk. 2:14 with Mt. 10:3; Mt. 13:55).  Gill, believes Matthew was “the brother of James and also of Simon and Jude; so that there were four brothers of them apostles” because they are all (but Matthew) mentioned in (Mt.13:55).
  Gill accounts for the absence of Matthews inclusion (Mt. 13:55) as follows, “… it is thought, by some, probable, that he [Matthew] was a loose, extravagant young man, and so might depart from his father's family, and enter into this scandalous employment of a publican.”
  Regarding James the less, “Hesesippus, a second-century Church historian, identified Cleopas as the brother of Joseph, the husband of the Virgin Mary.”
  In John 19:25 one of the Mary’s listed is referred to as Jesus’ mother’s sister: (i.e.) Mary, the wife of Cleopas.  “Both Alphaeus and Cleopas are Hellenizations of a Hebrew name;” therefore, legally, James [the less] would have been the first cousin of Jesus.  James the less’ first cousin relationship with Jesus differed from James the greats in that he was related on the maternal side; whereas, in James the less’ case “the relationship would have been no blood relation.”
 James the less’ other brother, Simeon, reigned (for 40 years) as the Bishop of Jerusalem in A.D. 62. just prior to the destruction of Jerusalem under the Roman General Titus (A.D. 70).  Simeon was eventually martyred “under Emperor Trajan around A.D. 107.”
 
James “the Righteous” or “the Just”
      Some biblical family identifiers adding clarity between James the just from the other James’ are mentioned in the gospel accounts.  We find account’s in Mark 6:3 (the carpenter, the son of Mary, the brother of James) and in Galatians1:19.  Regarding Galatians 1:19, Vincent reasons that where Paul refers to James (the righteous) as “the Lord’s brother it is to, “distinguish him from James the son of Zebedee (Matt. 4:21; Matt.10:2; Mark10:35), who was still living, and from James the son of Alphaeus (Matt.10:3).  The Lord's brother means that James was a son of Joseph and Mary.”
  Some of the important milestones of James include: authorship of the Book of James; appointment as the first Bishop of the Church in Jerusalem; leader of Jewish wing Christianity; and martyrdom.  Some doubt James, the Lord’s brother, as the author of the Book of James; but, Burdick supports through the testimony of the early church fathers: “This was the belief of Origen (c. A.D. 185-253), Eusebius (c. 265-340), and Jerome (c. 340-420).”
  Additionally, we have a similarity of vocabulary between “James speech and letter in Acts 15:13-39” and “the epistle (Mayor, pp. iii-iv).”
  Lastly, we have Luke’s account of James’ martyrdom recorded in (Acts 15:13; 21:18).  Payne states, “The brother of our Lord, suffered martyrdom by stoning in A.D. 62 (Jos. Antiq. XX. ix. 1).”
 
Conclusion
      The three James are intertwined throughout the gospel accounts.  Each James played a crucial role during the early church era.  It is essential for today’s disciple of God to rightly divide the word of truth to prevent misinterpretations.  In 2 Timothy 2:15 it states: “Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.”  Earle states, “Study” (KJV) is obviously to narrow a term, usually referring today to the studying of books.  The true meaning is “make every effort”
  The Greek word for “rightly dividing” (ὀρθοτομοῦντα, orthotomeō) means to cut straight.  “The renowned Syrian exegete Theodoret (c. 393-c. 458) applied the verb to “a plowman who drives a straight furrow.”
  We need to “make every effort” to “cut straight” the word of God. 

Lesson 2: James: A Fisherman With a New Occupation

Introduction

      The twelve apostles were chosen by Jesus.  Prominent figures included two sets of brothers: (Andrew/Peter) and (James/John).  These four salient figures were fisherman by trade.  Jesus’ calling required them to forsake their old lives and to follow Him.  The new ambition of James and the other apostles was: to become fishers of men.

Calling the Disciples

      Spirited, common men would eventually become the fundamental backbone in taking the gospel outside Jerusalem and into the world: “from henceforth thou shall catch men” (Lk. 5:10).  Bruce describes the twelve apostles as “a company of rugged individualists, far removed from the plaster saints in whose guise they have conventionally been cast.”
  In Matthew 4:18-22 we tend to think of the apostles as line fishermen who are challenged to cast in their line to “fish for men.”  Wallace clarifies the fishing brothers were net fishers: “The kind of fishing envisioned in this text, however, was not line-fishing, but net-fishing. Notice “casting a net into the sea (for they were fishermen) (v. 18), “they left their nets” (v. 20), “mending their nets” (v. 21).”
  Casting nets from the shoreline or boat were extremely physically taxing after prolonged periods of time. “The standard Greek lexicon by Bauer-Arndt-Gingrich-Danker speaks of the net as circular, having heavy weights around its perimeter (BAGD 47 s.v. ajmfivblhstron, ajmfibavllw).”
  Thus, the analogy Wallace is teaching is “the imagery of a fisherman involved much strain, long hours, and often little results.”
  The proclamation “casting” of the gospel message should take place where it is needed; in all probability this will involve much strain, long hours and possibly slow or little results.  

     The apostles, who were called to service, would begin to understand the discipleship call would be at a cost (Lk. 14:28).  Interestingly, the same disciples who followed Jesus with such urgency forsook Him at Gethsemane just as quickly.  Servanthood involves forsaking the customary and following a new and less known pathway.

     The call to discipleship involved immediacy (Mk. 1:20).  As earlier stated Zebedee and son’s had a prosperous fishing business; But, Jesus was now requiring they leave their ship and livelihood (Lk. 14:33).  Carson states, “Indeed, Peter’s protest in 19:27 implies that many or all of the Twelve had given up much to follow Jesus.”
   Another area the disciples would be required to relinquish would include their father and family.  Keener states, “To abruptly leave one’s family and the family business was a great sacrifice that went against everything the culture taught.”
  

The Ordination (Appointment) Involved Action

      So far the apostles call involved forsaking and following; but, next the apostle’s ordination “appointment” would involve communion, expansion, and labor.  The Ordination (appointment) found in Mark 3:14 are permeated with verbs of action: be (with Him); send (them forth); and to (preach).  Alford defines ordained as: “The literal sense of the word rendered ordained is made: i.e. nominated, - set apart.”
  Mark 3:14 gives a natural outline for courses of action: one of communion; one of sending; and, one of preaching.

      The action of communion meant spending time with Jesus.  “They were to live with Jesus, travel with him, converse with him, and learn from him.”
 Secondly, the action of expansion meaning to send forth: Wessel states, “The training was not an end in itself.  They were to be sent out.”
  Lastly, the apostles were to pursue an action of labor, to preach.  The Greek word for “preach” (κηρύσσω kērussō) is used 61 times in the KJV and is translated to the English word “preach (51), publish (5), proclaim (2), preached + (2258) & version=KJV (2), preacher (1)” with a total of 14 occurrences in the Book of Mark.
  In Mark we note the fruition regarding Jesus ordination of the twelve to preach, “And they went forth, and preached everywhere, the Lord working with them, and confirming the word with signs following. Amen (Mk.16:20).” 
James and John: “Sons of Thunder” (Mk. 3:17)

      Jesus gives the name “sons of thunder” to James and John.  Vincent clarifies the term “sons of” as follows: “The phrase, sons of, is a familiar Hebrew idiom, in which the distinguishing characteristic of the individual or thing named is regarded as his parent.”
  This term “sons of thunder” has been given all types of labels; but, they can be classified as either a positive acclamation or a negative one.  Positively, the brothers zealousness would be harnessed by the Holy Spirit and surrendered to God’s will.  MacArthur states, “The Son of Thunder [here he is speaking of James but both brothers are implied] had been mentored by Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit, and shaped by those means into a man whose zeal and ambition were useful instruments in the hands of God for spreading of the kingdom.”
  Negatively, with their zealousness unharnessed: it may have possibly birthed controversial events such as: seats of honor request (Mk. 10:37); and, a request to call fire upon the Samaritan village (Lk. 9:54).  Regarding the name “sons of thunder,” Robertson states: “It may refer to the fiery temperament revealed in Luke 9:54 when James and John wanted to call down fire on the Samaritan villages that were unfriendly to them. The word literally means sons of tumult, sons of thunder in Syriac.”
  God is able to use all temperaments.  We are to be indwelt and empowered with the Holy Spirit.  Furthermore, we must be willfully surrendered to God’s will. 

Conclusion
      Today we are: called by Christ; required to forsake and follow Him; and ordained (appointed) for God purpose.  Endued with the Holy Spirit the apostles shook the world.  In Acts 17: 6, in Thessalonica, the “Jews which believed not” caused“uproar” and stated, “These that have turned the world upside down are come hither also.”  Though it should be noted that the Jews were partially responsible for causing this uproar; it was also the witness of Christian believers that agitated it.  The apostles walked worthy of their vocations; and were ambassadors for Christ.  These things still apply to today’s churches and Christians.  What a tremendous testimony this would be if modern day Christianity would be accused of turning “the world upside down.”     
Lesson 3: James: Part of the Inner Circle

Introduction
      There were “many” followers of Jesus; yet, there were only three “inner circle” apostles: Peter, James, and John.  The “inner circle apostles” were selected by Christ, to “witness  important events”; more specifically, to be eyewitnesses of three monumental events: the Transfiguration; the raising of Jairus’ daughter; and Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane.  
Three Monumental Events

      The first event, the Transfiguration, demonstrates the Divinity of Jesus (Mk. 9: 9-13).  This event is found in all three of the Synoptic Gospels; “… Jesus taketh with him Peter, and James, and John, and leadeth them up into an high mountain apart by themselves: and was transfigured before them (Mk. 9:2).”  The Greek word for transfigured is (“Metamorphoo”) which is defined by Thayer; “to change into another form, to transform, to transfigure” and is used four times (Matt. 17:2; Ma. 9:2; Ro. 12:2; II Co. 3:18).
  Liefeld, regarding the Divinity aspects of the Transfiguration, in his commentary of Luke (9:35) states; “But above all the cloud symbolizes the glorious presence of God (cf. Exod. 19:16).  This is notably true in the passage so clearly recalled by the Transfiguration (Exod. 24:15-18).  Matthew’s use (17:5) of photeine (“bright”) also suggests the shekinah glory.”
  A primary purpose for the three “inner circle” apostles for physical presence was to enable them to provide accurate eyewitness accounts.  Wessel states, “The purpose of the transfiguration is directed toward the disciples (observe the expressions “before them” [vv.2, 4] and “enveloped them” [v.7] and observe also that the Voice from the cloud speaks to them [v.7].”
   
      The second event, the raising of Jairus’ daughter, demonstrated the power of Jesus over death (Lk. 8:49-56).  Again, the inner circle apostles were selected to witness this miracle, along with the father and mother of the maiden (Lk. 8.51).  Carson states, “By itself the miracle did not prove Jesus to be more than a prophet or an apostle (cf. 1 Kings 17:17-24; 2 Kings 4:17-37; Acts 9:36-42) ... Jesus made vastly greater claims [then being a prophet]; so for Matthew the miracle showed that Jesus’ authority as the Christ extended even over the dead.”
  
      The third event, Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane, demonstrated the humanity of Jesus (Mt. 26:36-46; Mk. 14: 32-42; Lu. 22:40-46; Jn. 18:1).  Wessel states, “Gethsemane reveals the humanity of Jesus with astonishing fidelity … so far from sailing serenely through his trials like some superior being … he is almost dead with distress (Moule, Gospel of Mark, p. 117).”
   It should be stressed that Jesus approached this agonizing event bathed in prayer (Mk. 14:32-34).  “The two verbs translated “deeply distressed and troubled” together “describe an extremely acute emotion, a compound of bewilderment, fear, uncertainty and anxiety, nowhere else portrayed in such vivid terms as here” (Bratcher and Nida, p. 446).”
  In Matthew 26:38 where Jesus states “My soul is exceeding sorrowful even unto death” it exhibits the tumultuous distress Jesus is experiencing.  Regarding Jesus’ statement (Mt. 26:38) Carson states, “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow (v. 38) --- are almost a quotation from the refrain of Psalms 42-43 (LXX).  The phrase (hoes thanatou) (“to the point of death”) … suggests a sorrow so deep it almost kills (Taylor, Mark, p. 553).”
  Not only was James the greater, one of the “inner circle apostles” who was privy to the “three monumental events”; but, he is listed in other important biblical accounts.  These “other” important accounts include: seats of honor request; and the questioning of Jesus regarding the signs of His return.  

Other “Important Events” Including James Presence
      First, we have what many have termed “the honor seats request.”  In this event, James and John make request for seats of honor (Mk. 10:37: … Grant unto us that we may sit, one on thy right hand, and the other on thy left hand, in thy glory) in the coming Messianic Kingdom.   What was their motivation?  Was it boldness, ambition, or pride?  Schaff associates this request with a “desire… for the highest positions in the Messianic kingdom” which shows “a noble ambition to be near Christ” yet it is not “free from selfishness and pride.”
  This “seats of honor” request had negative connotations on the other apostles and eventually culminated into Jesus’ teaching regarding true greatness in His Kingdom.  We find a few biblical accounts of the displeasure and indignation of the other ten apostles (Mt. 20:24; Mk. 10:41).  Jesus, as a result of this contention, seizes the opportunity to teach that greatness “in His Kingdom” is attained through servitude (Mt. 20:26-27).  Robertson elaborates, “The way to be “first” (prōtos), says Jesus, is to be your “servant” (doulos), “bond-servant” (Mt. 20:27). This is a complete reversal of popular opinion then and now.”
  In a case of irony, MacArthur notes that James “wanted a crown of glory; Jesus gave him a cup of suffering.  He wanted power; Jesus gave him servanthood.  He wanted a place of prominence; Jesus gave him a martyr’s grave.  He wanted to rule; Jesus gave him a sword—not to wield, but to be an instrument of his own execution.”
  

      The last event of mention involves Jesus’ elaboration regarding signs of His Return (Mt. 24:3-42; Mk. 13:3-33; Lu. 21:7-36).  Jesus is winding down His incarnated state here on earth and this account, given in the Mount of Olives, occurs during the last week of His earthly incarnated life.  We find the disciples asking a question in response to Jesus’ prediction that the Jewish Temple would be destroyed and Jerusalem would be devastated (Mk. 13:1-2).  The apostle’s questions were: “Tell us, when these things shall be; and what shall be the sign when all these things shall be fulfilled (Mk. 13: 4)?”  Keener summarizes Mark 13 as follows, “The disciples question to Jesus about the sign of the temple’s destruction sets the scene for Jesus’ answer in the rest of the chapter, in which he describes both the imminent end of the Jerusalemites’ world and the ultimate end of the age.”
 
Conclusion
      The apostles: lived, ate, and learned firsthand from the Son of God.  The “inner apostles” were eyewitnesses of three monumental events; yet, they had reservations regarding the end of the ages.  Likewise, we have accounts of countless miracles; and the astounding power of Jesus (the Holy Spirit) embodied in flesh.  We look back towards Calvary and the ascension of Christ; yet, we have many reservations about our future.  In a Spiritual sense we are still required: to commune with our God; to walk and talk with Jesus; and to learn from the Holy Spirit. 
Lesson 4: James: After Calvary
Introduction
      James: one of God’s “inner circle” disciples is mentioned very little after Calvary. The amount of space given to James martyrdom (Acts 12:2) who was such an important character; in comparison to Stephen’s (Acts 6:8 to Acts 8:2) who was a simple deacon is baffling.  What we know is; James did remain active in ministry, maybe in Spain and definitely upon his return to Jerusalem.  James was the first apostle to be martyred and is the only apostolic martyr mentioned in Scripture. 

What We Do Know: Regarding James after Calvary

      We find from the account of Luke in Acts 1:13 that James was still in Jerusalem and amongst the apostles during Pentecost.  The information about James during the time frame between Pentecost and his death is sparse; it would be purely speculative regarding where or what James did during this time period.  It is suggested the witness of James, true to his brash “Sons of Thunder” character, probably caused his martyrdom.   
Events/Persons Surrounding the Death of James the Greater (Ac. 12:1-3)

     Historical data surrounding James death is available and helps to support Luke’s account in the Book of Acts.  The reigning governor of Judea was Herod Agrippa I (10 B.C - 44 A.D) a mixed Jew who was sympathetic to Judaism and was attempting to please both: the Judaist Jews; and Rome during his reign.  Agrippa’s Jewish heritage is traced through his grandmother.  Keener states, “Because his grandmother Mariamne was a Hasmonean princess, he was Jewish as well as Idumean (in contrast to Herod the Great).”
 Agrippa I was supportive of the Pharisaical sect of Judaism and frequently attended Temple services.  Additionally, Agrippa I was the nephew of Herod Antipas who had a proven historical record of persecuting the infant sect of Christianity.  MacArthur identifies Antipas as the Herod who “killed John the Baptist and put Jesus on trial.”
  

      We note that fresh from the execution of James, Agrippa I ordered that the Apostle Peter be imprisoned (Acts 12:3).  Again, we find that primary motivating factor of Agrippa I was to please the Jews (Acts 12:3- 4a): “And because he saw it pleased the Jews, he proceeded further to take Peter also. (Then were the days of unleavened bread.)  And when he had apprehended him, he put him in prison.”  Longenecker states: “Herod Agrippa I had planned to try Peter as the leader of the divisive minority in Palestine that identified itself with the crucified Jesus of Nazareth and then execute him” to sway “other followers to stop their activities.”
   
     In Acts 12:7-10 we have Luke’s account of Peter’s miraculous escape from prison.  This was certainly an escape that could only be accomplished through divine intervention.  “Usually a prisoner was chained only to one guard (cf. Seneca Epistulae 5:7); but in view of Agrippa’s intentions, the guard was doubled.”
  Here we must consider the Sovereignty of God’s ways: James was delivered to Herod Agrippa I for Martyrdom; contrastingly, Peter was freed from prison through God’s miraculous providence.  Luke provides an account of the grim demise for the guards who were standing guard over Peter.  In Acts 12:19, it states: “And when Herod had sought for him [Peter], and found him not, he examined the keepers, and commanded that they should be put to death.”
     Next, we have an account of the death of Herod Agrippa I.  We note, that for whatever reason Agrippa I traveled from Judea to Caesarea (Acts 12:19), where he would eventually die.  Most importantly it should be observed that the death of Agrippa I was a judgment of God resulting from Agrippa’s mistreatment of God’s people.  Luke, like Josephus, sees the death of Herod Agrippa I as a result of God’s judgment for allowing himself to be considered “the voice of a god” (Acts 12:22).  Additionally, it should be marked that Luke expressly states that Agrippa I was smote by “the angel of the Lord” (Acts 12:23).  Luke the physician gives a meticulous account and is careful to make mention that Agrippa I was “eaten of worms” (Acts 12:23).   “Luke’s reference to worms suggests an infection by intestinal roundworms (Ascaris lumbricoides), which grow as long as ten to sixteen inches and feed on the nutrient fluids in the intestines.”
  These worms have been known to clog ones bowels; thus, causing death.
      The method of James execution was be-heading with the sword.  This method was considered more merciful then execution through crucifixion.  Van Braught gives the following account of James execution: “According to the annotation of Eusebius Pamphilius, from Clemens Alexandrinus, the executioner was so moved on account of the death of James, that he professed himself to be a Christian; and so, as he states, both were led forth together to death.”
 
Conclusion
      We know little of what James did between Calvary and his death.  James was condemned to death while Peter was miraculously delivered.  Though despised, for his zealousness, by Judaist/Hellenistic Herod Agrippa I, James certainly remained true to his character and faith until the very end.  What an example for you and I (I Co. 15:58).
Lessons Learned
Lesson 1: It is essential for today’s disciple of God to rightly divide the word of truth to prevent misinterpretations (II Tim. 2:15).

Lesson 2: Today we are: called by Christ; required to forsake and follow Him; and were ordained (appointed) for God purpose. (Mt. 4:19-22) 

Lesson 3: We have accounts of countless miracles; and the astounding power of Jesus (the Holy Spirit) embodied in flesh.  We look back towards Calvary and the ascension of Christ; yet, we have many reservations about our future.  In a Spiritual sense we are still required: to commune with our God; to walk and talk with Jesus; and to learn from the Holy Spirit. 
Lesson 4: Though despised, for his zealousness, by Judaist/Hellenistic Herod Agrippa I, James certainly remained true to his character and faith until the very end.  What an example for you and I (I Co. 15:58).
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