
Jo Helsabeck 

This past spring the women’s Bible study group at Newberg Friends 
Church studied the book of James. Packed with challenge this small 
book of the Bible calls us to recognize true wisdom and to live it out 
in a world turned upside down by political instability, economic 
hardship, and persecution. James presents a view of wisdom that 
draws the believer into the very heart of God. In this place we find 
confidence in God as we grow in our reliance on God for strength to 
live out his wisdom. This week we will focus on God’s wisdom and 
the call to live wisely in the context of today’s troubled times. 

My husband, Hank, and I live in Newberg, Oregon, having been part 
of Newberg Friends Church for thirty-three years. After serving on 
the pastoral team at NFC over the past eleven years I’m finding my 
way into retirement and a change of pace. Walking with others on 
their spiritual journeys remains my calling and joy. I’m finding time 
to take an art class, read more leisurely, and tend to the many 
flowers in my garden. Our children and grandchildren bless us 
greatly, and we take joy in nourishing those relationships in this 
season of our lives. 
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Sunday 
January 1 Asking for Wisdom 

BIBLE READING: James 1:1-8 
The Jewish believers found themselves in troubled times. 
James acknowledges the current challenges and moves right to 
the topic of wisdom, specifically God’s wisdom, as the key to 
navigating their hardships. James reminds believers that God 
gives all good and perfect gifts, and he gives gladly. They need 
only ask God and believe in his generosity. James points these 
believers to the true nature of God as their Father through 
their faith in Christ. Confidence in God serves as the platform 
from which they live out Christ’s call to a life of action. 

So where do we place our confidence as believers in 
Christ today? The stability and sense of security I have known 
while living in the United States of America is eroding, falling 
away at quickening rate. Is that your experience, too? Our 
retirement funds, the housing market, job security, and a host 
of earthly things that have made us feel secure are threatened; 
day after day news headlines warn of a falling market, rising 
national debt, and financial insecurity. In the midst of this 
turmoil, James’s words ring out: “If you need wisdom—if you 
want to know what God wants you to do—ask him, and he 
will gladly tell you. He will not resent your asking” (James 1:5 
NLT). Our journey begins by confessing to God our need for 
his perspective, his truth, his guidance. We ask for his wis-
dom. We remember that he does not resent our need to ask: he 
gives generously. 

SONG: Immortal, Invisible 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Ask God for the wisdom you 

need, being specific as you petition with a thankful heart. 
Record your prayer in your journal and leave space to record 
God’s past, current, and future faithfulness to you. 

—Jo Helsabeck 
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Monday 
January 2 True Wisdom 

BIBLE READING: James 3:13-18 
James knew that times of hardship can harden hearts. The 
severe testing of the dispersed believers provided an atmos-
phere where doubt, jealousy, selfishness, and the spirit of 
partiality could grow. James wisely encourages the believers 
to focus on God and his wisdom as the antidote to this temp-
tation. James contrasts the earthly unspiritual wisdom of the 
devil with the heavenly spiritual wisdom of God. Let’s look at 
this contrast. 

Qualities of earthly wisdom: bitter jealousy, selfish 
ambition, disorder, all kinds of evil, motivated by the devil, 
quick to anger, unfair, oppressive 

Qualities of heavenly wisdom: pure, peace-loving, 
gentle at all times, willing to yield to others, comes from God, 
is always sincere, reaps peace and a good harvest. 

James wants these dear believers in Christ to remember 
who they are and whose they are: he wants them to choose 
wisely.  

As we think of the challenges before us today, let’s 
consider the adjectives that characterize our thinking. Are we 
relying on earthly wisdom or heavenly wisdom? Will good-
ness steadily flow from the wisdom we are relying on? Is our 
focus on God or ourselves? 

SONG: Be Thou My Vision 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lay out your day before God. 

Ask him to show you where your focus is; ask him for true 
wisdom to think, speak, listen, and act as you live this day. 
Record your prayer, leaving room to record God’s answer at 
the day’s end. 

—Jo Helsabeck 
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Tuesday 
January 3 Speaking Wisely 

BIBLE READING: James 1:26; 3:1-12 
I’m a verbal processor: my thoughts form as I write and speak. 
My husband, in contrast, forms his thoughts internally, speak-
ing out of that processing. My tendency toward impulsivity 
and verbal processing manifests sometimes in destructive 
words and other times in helpful words depending on the 
state of my heart and the focus of my thoughts. James ad-
dresses the power of words in these passages. The heart’s 
focus is the source of our words. Only a heart surrendered to 
God can begin to control the tongue. 

Notice the metaphors used by James to illustrate the 
power of the human tongue—the bit that lies in the mouth of a 
horse, the rudder that controls a ship, the tiny spark that sets a 
forest on fire. James says the habit of focusing on God and 
relying on heavenly wisdom brings forth the kind of words 
that produce a harvest of righteousness. We get to choose 
reliance on God’s qualities as our response to life. As we make 
this choice over and over, a habit forms. The habit could not 
be formed if not for Christ’s forgiveness and the presence of 
his Holy Spirit in us: on our own we could never choose the 
way of wisdom. God’s role is to act, changing us within to be 
able to speak in obedience to him and love for him. Our role is 
to respond, permitting God to change us and to set boundaries 
of speech that we abide by as God continues his work in us. 

SONG: Create in Me a Clean Heart, O God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Oh God, I surrender to your 

Holy Spirit. May the words of my mouth and the meditations 
of my heart reflect your life within me. 

—Jo Helsabeck 
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  Wednesday 
January 4 Wisdom’s View 

BIBLE READING: James 2:1-13 
We can view life through many lenses. When choosing to use 
the lens labeled “victim,” we tend to have a lopsided view of 
others and ourselves. This skewed perspective rises up out of 
those qualities of earthly wisdom—bitterness, jealousy, selfish 
ambition, and the devil’s lies to name a few. Hard times can 
easily push us towards this defensive outlook. James offers 
warnings in the second chapter to let go of opinions formed in 
a spirit of defensiveness, otherwise known as prejudice.  

The early Christians underwent persecution that led to 
their dispersion; James knew this hardship could serve as an 
opportunity for the gospel to reach into new areas. But he 
warns that seeing others as inferior or superior to ourselves 
hinders the authenticity of the gospel. When Christians live as 
though they consider all people to be valuable, showing im-
partiality and sincerity to all, others may find it easier to 
believe that God loves them as well. James comes down pretty 
hard on Christians who refuse to obey God’s law of love. 

So, how does this generous view of others take root in 
our hearts? Only God can work such a change from within, 
but first he must have our decision to permit the transforma-
tion to happen. In fact, we partner with God in this process 
through submitting to disciplines: looking at God’s qualities 
and actions in Scripture, committing his words to memory, 
obeying his commands when we don’t want to, and allowing 
his generosity towards all people to settle within us. Then we 
can view the world through the lens of wisdom. 

SONG: They’ll Know We Are Christians by Our Love 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Oh Lord, I have hidden your 

word in my heart that I may not sin against you. Help me see 
others as you see them and love them with your love. 

—Jo Helsabeck 
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Thursday 
January 5 Wisdom in Action 

BIBLE READING: James 2:14-26 
The book of James is often referred to as an application book, 
a “how-to” reference for living the Christian life. The apostle 
Paul instructs his readers in ways to understand the gospel 
while James grows his readers’ understanding of the implica-
tions of living as Christ’s followers. Both Paul and James 
believe the Lord Jesus Christ to be the foundation for living 
the Christian life. They see Christ in the believer as the source 
of strength and obedience demanded by this way of life.  

At the end of the day it’s all too easy to recognize the 
intentions to live for Christ that haven’t been carried out. I 
don’t think James intends to move his readers to a sense of 
guilt, but rather to encourage them to an ever-deepening de-
pendence on Christ to live moment by moment in them. James 
focuses on Christ’s strength, not on the believer’s weakness. 
We have been given the life of Christ not only to make us feel 
secure, but also to permit his life in us to draw others to him. 
James knows as well that the great joy found in following 
Christ is realized in our obedience. What action is Christ 
asking you to take today—in his name and in his strength? 

SONG: Make Me a Servant 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, I want to recognize  

opportunities to serve you today; please help me see these 
occasions and follow through. Amen. 

—Jo Helsabeck 
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Friday 
January 6 Abiding in Wisdom 

BIBLE READING: James 4:1-10 
James writes to believers on the front lines of spiritual battle, 
reminding them to Whom they belong. In the midst of hard-
ship we can find ourselves sorely tested as an individual and 
as a community. James uses chapter four to address the quar-
rels and fights rising up among the believers. This behavior 
was tearing them apart from each other and from God, open-
ing themselves to the great damage that comes from siding 
with evil. 

Notice the antidote to this division prescribed in verses 
six through ten. The heart of this admonition seems to be 
verse seven: “So humble yourselves before God. Resist the 
Devil, and he will flee from you. Draw close to God, and God 
will draw close to you” (NLT). All Christians are engaged in a 
very real, continuous spiritual battle. When we abide in the 
wisdom of God, we will diligently assess our motives before 
God and humbly repent our instances of allowing the enemy 
of our souls to claim our allegiance. In verse ten James re-
minds us of God’s message throughout Scripture, “When you 
bow down before the Lord and admit your dependence on 
him, He will lift you up and give you honor” (NLT). Our 
practice of abiding in God’s wisdom is our strength for the 
battle. 

SONG: Abide with Me 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, I confess areas of my life 

where I have allowed evil to dwell: forgive me. Truly I am 
dependent on you alone. Only you can lift me up and see me 
through the battles I face. 

—Jo Helsabeck 
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Saturday 
January 7 Wisdom’s Joy 

BIBLE READING: James 1:2-4, 12-18 
Faith and endurance, patience in suffering, the power of 
prayer, the knowledge of God’s wisdom, study in God’s word, 
follow-through in listening and doing: These are some of the 
sources of joy to the faithful believer in Christ. While James 
issues strong admonishments and reprimands, he proclaims 
equally strong encouragements to trust in God’s wisdom. 
James uses the word “joy” in describing the powerful result of 
this abiding trust. We live in a world that promises joy with 
the use of certain products and services; finding joy in spiri-
tual obedience may seem obscure or uncertain. Yet we know 
true joy is found only in areas of lasting significance, places of 
our lives unable to be altered by economy, time, and circum-
stances. James reminds his readers that trouble provides an 
opportunity for joy (v. 2), tested faith produces endurance  
(v. 3), and fully developed endurance produces strong charac-
ter that is ready for anything (v. 4). These traits in the believer 
have eternal significance; these qualities come from the source 
of true joy.  

Just as in the time of the early church, life today is un-
certain, and it may become even more so. Yet here we are as 
followers of Christ, believing his good news, accepting the 
challenge to live fully into the times, abiding fully in the 
strength and wisdom of God, and faithfully recognizing and 
honoring God as worthy of our complete allegiance. God 
promises joy as we do this—a joy everlasting! 

SONG: Love Divine, All Loves Excelling 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: James names many qualities of 

God in his letter (I counted fourteen!). As you page through 
James’ letter, take time to thank God for who he is. Let these 
attributes be an encouragement to you today. 

—Jo Helsabeck 
 


