MacArthur, J. F., Jr. (1998). James. MacArthur New Testament Commentary (1–7). Chicago: Moody Press.

Introduction
In the introduction to the first edition of his German New Testament (1522), Martin Luther made the following oft-quoted remark about the book of James:

In fine, Saint John’s Gospel and his first epistle, Saint Paul’s epistles, especially those to the Romans, Galatians, Ephesians, and Saint Peter’s first epistle,—these are the books which show thee Christ, and teach thee everything that is needful and blessed for thee to know even though thou never see or hear any other book or doctrine. Therefore is Saint James’s epistle a right strawy epistle in comparison with them, for it has no gospel character to it. (Cited in James H. Ropes, The Epistle of St. James, The International Critical Commentary [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1978], 106)
The great Reformer was by no means denying the inspiration of James (as his phrase “in comparison with them” indicates). Nevertheless, his disparaging remarks about the epistle have been echoed by many throughout the history of the church. In fact, due to its brevity, the fact that it was addressed specifically to Jewish Christians, its lack of doctrinal content, and because it was not written by one of the twelve apostles or Paul, James was one of the last books added to the New Testament canon.

But such downplaying of the value of James is shortsighted. Luther had little use for James because it contains little teaching about the great doctrines of the Christian faith that he so passionately defended. (In fact, some of his hostility to James stemmed from his Roman Catholic opponents’ misuse of James 2 to defend justification by works.) It is true that James is not a doctrinal treatise but an intensely practical manual for Christian living. Yet that does not lessen its value, since holy living and sound doctrine must not be separated. Commenting on the importance of James, D. Edmond Hiebert writes,

This epistle sternly insists upon Christian practice consistent with Christian belief, heaps scathing contempt upon all empty profession, and administers a stinging rebuke to the readers’ worldliness. Its stress upon the gospel’s ethical imperative makes the epistle as relevant today as when it was first written. The presence of this practical epistle in the New Testament canon is a magnificent monument to the moral sensitivity and concern of the Christian church. (The Epistle of James [Chicago: Moody, 1979], 11)
The book of James has been compared with the wisdom literature of the Old Testament, particularly the book of Proverbs, because of its direct, pungent statements on wise living. And James’s strong condemnation of social injustice (cf. chaps. 2, 5) has prompted some to call him “the Amos of the New Testament.” But James was also profoundly influenced by the Sermon on the Mount; in fact, as noted in chapter 1 of this commentary, his epistle may be viewed as a practical commentary on our Lord’s sermon. The extent of the Sermon on the Mount’s influence on James may be seen in his many references and allusions to it (see table).

	
	James

	Sermon on the Mount

	
	
	James

	Sermon on the Mount


	1.


	1:2


	5:10–12


	
	12.


	3:6


	5:22



	2.


	1:4


	5:48


	
	13.


	3:10–12


	7:15–20



	3.


	1:5


	7:7–12


	
	14.


	3:17–18


	5:9



	4.


	1:9


	5:3


	
	15.


	4:4


	6:24



	5.


	1:12


	7:14


	
	16.


	4:10


	5:3–5



	6.


	1:20


	5:22


	
	17.


	4:11–12


	7:1–5



	7.


	1:22


	7:21–27


	
	18.


	5:2–3


	6:19–20



	8.


	2:5


	5:3


	
	19.


	5:10


	5:12



	9.


	2:13


	5:7


	
	20.


	5:11


	5:10



	10.


	2:13


	6:14–15


	
	21.


	5:12


	5:33–37



	11.


	2:14–16


	7:21–23


	
	
	
	


Author
Of the various men in the New Testament named James, only two were prominent enough to have penned such an authoritative letter: James the son of Zebedee and brother of John, and James the Lord’s half brother. But James the son of Zebedee’s early martyrdom (Acts 12:2) eliminates him as a candidate, leaving James the half brother of the Lord as the author. James, along with the rest of Jesus’ brothers, initially rejected Him (cf. John 7:5). Later, however, he came to believe in Jesus as Israel’s Messiah. Such was his godliness and zeal that he soon became the recognized head of the Jerusalem church (cf. Acts 12:17; Gal. 2:9). James held that position until his martyrdom about a.d. 62. (For further biographical information on James, see chap. 1 of this volume.)

Further evidence that James wrote the epistle comes from the strong verbal parallels between the book of James and James’s speech and letter recorded in Acts 15. The Greek infinitive verb chairein (“greetings”) appears in the New Testament only in James 1:1 and Acts 15:23 (except for its use by the Roman, Claudius Lysias, in Acts 23:26). Other parallels include “beloved” (James 1:16, 19; 2:5; Acts 15:25), “your souls” (James 1:21; Acts 15:24), “visit” (James 1:27; the same Greek verb is translated “concerned Himself about” in Acts 15:14), and “turn” in the sense of turning from sin to God (James 5:19–20; Acts 15:19).

The epistle’s distinctively Jewish character is in keeping with the picture of James given in Acts 15 and 21. The book of James contains four direct quotes of the Old Testament and more than forty Old Testament allusions. In addition, James expresses himself in distinctly Old Testament terms, beginning in the first verse with the reference to the “twelve tribes who are dispersed abroad.” James describes the gospel as the “law of liberty” (2:12). He describes his readers’ meeting place using the Greek word transliterated “synagogue” (2:2). In 4:4 he uses the common Old Testament figure of adultery to describe spiritual defection. Contemporary Jewish abuses regarding oath taking are condemned in 5:12. The prominent Old Testament figure Elijah appears as an example of the power of righteous prayer (5:17–18). Such important Old Testament names as Abraham (2:21), Rahab (2:25), and Job (5:11) also appear in the epistle. James is also the only New Testament writer to employ the distinctly Old Testament title for God, “Lord of Sabaoth [Hosts].” (Paul refers to that title only in a quotation from Isaiah in Romans 9:29.)

Despite the specific inspired identification of James in 1:1 and the persuasive evidence that James the Lord’s half brother wrote this letter, unbelieving pseudoscholars have rejected him as author. They cite several unconvincing lines of evidence to support that dubious conclusion. Normally they would not even be helpful to consider, but they do provide a backdrop against which to further demonstrate features of the epistle related to its author.

A simple Galilean peasant like James, they argue, was incapable of writing such excellent Greek. Research has shown, however, that many first-century Palestinian Jews likely spoke Greek in addition to Hebrew and Aramaic. That would have been especially true in predominantly Gentile Galilee (cf. Matt. 4:15), particularly in Nazareth, which lay on a busy trade route. Thus it is highly probable that James knew Greek from boyhood. And as head of the Jerusalem church, he would have been in daily contact with the Hellenistic (Greek-speaking) Jewish believers, who had been part of the Jerusalem church from its inception (Acts 6:1). That contact would have given James ample opportunity to polish his Greek.

Others cite the lack of any emphasis on James’s exalted position as the Lord’s brother and head of the Jerusalem church as evidence that he did not write the epistle. But James, like Paul, recognized that knowing Jesus “according to the flesh” was no longer of any value (2 Cor. 5:16; cf. Matt. 12:47–50). Ironically, many of those same scholars claim 2 Peter to be pseudepigraphic (i.e., a “pious forgery”) precisely because it does contain autobiographical references to Peter. That conundrum prompted R. V. G. Tasker to remark that

[if] the criteria of pseudepigraphy are so uncertain, we seem to be on surer ground if we assume that, even in the case of books which were received into the canon of the New Testament comparatively late, there was general agreement that they really were the works of the author whose names they bear. (The General Epistle of James, The Tyndale New Testament Commentaries [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975], 20)
Actually, that the writer of James does not emphasize his personal authority argues convincingly that he was so well known and respected that such claims were unnecessary.

Still others point to the epistle’s lack of emphasis on the great doctrinal themes of the Christian faith, particularly those concerning the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, as evidence that James was not its author. James the Lord’s brother, who was well acquainted with those momentous events, surely would have mentioned them, they argue. But such a claim overlooks James’s purpose in writing his epistle which, as noted above, was practical, not doctrinal. And the absence of doctrinal content makes it difficult to discern any motive for a forger.

Finally, some argue that the epistle’s references to persecution (1:2ff.; 2:6–7; 5:1–6) point to a date of writing after James’s death. “But there is no evidence that the afflictions being suffered by these Jewish Christians were due to governmental persecutions. They were rather the result of the impositions of the rich upon the poor, the injustices of the employers toward their employees” (D. Edmond Hiebert, An Introduction to the Non-Pauline Epistles [Chicago: Moody, 1962], 42).

None of these arguments is sufficient to overturn the traditional view that James, the half brother of Jesus and head of the Jerusalem church, wrote the epistle that bears his name.

Date and Place of Writing
The absence of any reference to the Jerusalem Council recorded in Acts 15 (c. a.d. 49) points to a date of writing for James before that council met. It is unlikely that, in a letter addressed to scattered Jewish believers, James would have failed to mention the Jerusalem Council if it had already taken place. That early date is supported by the lack of any reference to Gentiles, Gentile churches, or Gentile-related issues (e.g., circumcision, or the eating of meat sacrificed to idols). The most probable span for James’s writing is a.d. 44–49, making it the first of the New Testament books to be written.

The epistle of James was undoubtedly written from Jerusalem, the city where its author lived and ministered. For information on the recipients of James’s epistle, see chapter 1.

As will be noted throughout this commentary, James wrote his epistle to challenge his readers to examine their faith to see if it was genuine saving faith. Accordingly, the outline is structured around that series of tests.
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James begins his letter with an address and a greeting (1:1), employs the personal pronouns you and we throughout his epistle, and frequently appeals to the readers by calling them “my dear brothers” or “my brothers.” He does not list any names of the addressees, he provides no personal information about them, and he fails to mention any details concerning himself. He concludes his epistle without a benediction and final greetings.

This letter, then, is not a personal document but rather a general epistle. The general epistles in the New Testament (those of Peter, John, and Jude, and the Epistle to the Hebrews) and other letters, preserved for centuries in the sands of Egypt but recently uncovered, have this same literary form. Some scholars wish to make a distinction between the terms epistle and letter. They maintain that letters display temporality, whereas epistles show permanence and universality. Others, however, regard the terms as synonyms.

1. A Discourse
If we use the term letter or epistle, we have to describe what the word means. Is a letter equivalent to a discourse or to a sermon? First, then, is the Epistle of James a discourse? Scholars have pointed out that this epistle resembles a diatribe. A diatribe, a discourse marked by irony, satire, and name-calling, was common in Hellenistic circles. In Greek diatribes and in James’s epistle scholars have detected similarities in the use of rhetorical questions, examples from nature and history, verbal witticisms, the use of alliteration and assonance, analogies, short sayings, and quotations.

Even though similarities are obvious (see, for example, the sequence of short questions, rhetorical questions, and commands in 4:1–10), the fact remains that James is not a Hellenist but a Jew. James is an inspired author who in his epistle presents God’s revelation. Because of the sacred content of this letter, bitter sarcasm, irony, and name-calling—characteristic features of Hellenistic diatribes—are absent. Therefore, we conclude that the Epistle of James ought not to be considered a discourse in the sense of a diatribe. If it is not a discourse, can we call the letter a sermon?

2. A Sermon
The apostle Paul instructs the church at Colosse to read the letter he sent them and to exchange it with the letter he sent to the church at Laodicea (Col. 4:16). And in his first epistle to the church at Thessalonica, he tells the believers, “I charge you before the Lord to have this letter read to all the brothers” (1 Thess. 5:27). Letters addressed to churches and to individuals were written “to be read aloud in the churches.” Presumably, the letter James addressed to “the twelve tribes scattered among the nations” (1:1) was read in the worship services as a sermon from Pastor James.

The Epistle of James can be divided into two parts that are nearly equal in length; the first two chapters consist of fifty-three verses and the last three of fifty-five verses. The two parts, in effect, are two successive sermons that disclose common themes. After the greeting, the first sermon introduces and concludes with the topic faith (1:3; 2:26). The second begins with the observation that we who teach will be judged, for all of us stumble in what we say (3:1–2), and ends with the counsel to turn a sinner from the error of his way (5:20). In short, James’s epistle consists of two sermons.

Moreover, Jewish sermons from the early centuries of our era reveal striking similarities to the letter James wrote to his scattered flock. These sermons include the use of dialogue, the method of addressing a synagogue audience with the term brothers, and the numerous subjects mentioned in the letter of James.

The probability that James addressed the synagogue audience (2:2) of his day with sermon material that eventually became his epistle cannot be ignored. This epistle embodies characteristics of a sermon, but because of the address and greeting at the beginning of the letter, it is not a sermon but an epistle.

B. WHAT ARE THE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE EPISTLE?
Primarily the characteristics of this letter are stylistic and cultural in form.

1. Stylistic Characteristics
First, although the epistle is written in Greek that compares favorably with the best in the New Testament (that is, the Greek of the Epistle to the Hebrews), its literary style shows a distinct Hebraic coloring. Here is a sample of Hebraic parallelism:

	James 1:9

	James 1:10a


	the brother

	but the one


	in humble circumstances

	who is rich


	ought to take pride

	should take pride


	in his high position

	in his low position



Other examples are in 1:15, 17, 19–20, 22–23; 2:22; 4:7, 10.

Next, the letter is replete with imperatives. By one count, there are fifty-four occurrences. The frequent use of the imperative is an indication that the writer is a person who speaks with authority and who commands respect from the members of the church. At the same time he demonstrates his loving pastoral concern for the addressees.

Third, the author communicates his message effectively with numerous examples and comparisons taken from nature and human life. In the first chapter, for example, he refers to wind and waves, to the rising sun and the scorching heat, to the plant and its blossom, to heavenly lights and shifting shadows, to the look in the mirror, and the taming of the tongue. The style of this epistle is engaging; it captures and holds the attention of the reader because the imagery is natural.

And last, James links sentences and clauses by repeating a verb or a noun. Even in translation, this stylistic characteristic is evident. Note this sample taken from 1:13–15:

When tempted, no one should say, “God is tempting me.” For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.

2. Cultural Characteristics
James and his readers are thoroughly familiar with names taken from Old Testament history: Abraham, Isaac, Rahab, Job, and Elijah. Inclusion of these names is a preliminary indication that James addresses his letter to Jewish-Christian readers.

Throughout his epistle, James alludes to all three parts of the Old Testament canon—Law, Prophets, and Wisdom literature. By directing the attention of his readers to the whole law, he exhorts them to keep it (2:10). Moreover, in regard to exercising patience in the face of suffering, the author tells them to take the prophets as an example (5:10). And by reminding them of Job’s perseverance, he alludes to Wisdom literature (5:11).

These references indicate that the Old Testament was a book the author and the readers knew well. James and the recipients of his letter belonged to the twelve tribes (1:1). They were the people God had chosen “to inherit the kingdom” (2:5). They were the people who called Abraham their father (2:21).

James also remarks on the “autumn and spring rains” (5:7). This is a description that fits the climate of Israel and not the other countries surrounding the Mediterranean Sea. The writer, therefore, reveals that he lives in Israel and that the readers also find their origin there.

C. WHO WERE THE FIRST READERS?
The readers were Jews, as the address of the letter clearly indicates: “to the twelve tribes scattered among the nations” (1:1). The designation twelve tribes is a biblical reference to Israel (Exod. 24:4; Matt. 19:28; Luke 22:30; Acts 26:7; Rev. 21:12) that should be understood figuratively, not literally. James addresses representatives of these twelve tribes who, because of Christ’s work, are now the new Israel.

In fact, James calls the readers brothers who are “believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ” (2:1). They are Jewish Christians who live “scattered among the nations” (1:1), but nevertheless know that they are God’s people. In his epistle James provides no evidence that he is addressing Gentile Christians. The readers of this epistle are exclusively Jewish, with the exception of the rich oppressors James rebukes (5:1–6).

The recipients of this epistle are Jews; they come together for worship in a “meeting”—a translation of the word synagogue (2:2). They are called “adulterous people” (4:4); the original Greek has the term adulteresses (4:4), which is obviously an Old Testament figure that relates to the marriage contract God (as husband) has with Israel (his wife). They understand the Hebrew term Sabaoth, which the New International Version translates “Almighty” (5:4). And they call the elders of the church to visit and pray with the sick (5:14). However, the church has no overseers. The expression overseer (see Acts 20:28; Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:7; 1 Peter 2:25) finds its origin in that part of the Christian church which has a membership of Gentile origin. The term elder, by contrast, is reminiscent of the leaders in Israel who were called elders, and therefore reflects Jewish influence.

These Jews, then, are Christians. The writer introduces himself as “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:1). In addition to addressing the readers as brothers who believe in Jesus Christ (2:1), he writes that God has chosen “to give us [the author and the readers] birth through the word of truth” (1:18, italics added). The readers belong to Jesus, whose noble name is slandered (2:7).

These Jewish Christians have been scattered among the nations. Although the expression scattered appears only in John 7:35, James 1:1, and 1 Peter 1:1, it has a verbal parallel in the written account of the persecution of the church in Jerusalem. After Stephen’s death, the Jerusalem church was scattered throughout Judea, Samaria (Acts 8:1), and even as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch (Acts 11:19). From Acts, then, we know that the scattered Christians were Jews who had been driven from Jerusalem.

If we assume that James wrote his epistle to the Jewish Christians who were persecuted following the death of Stephen, then the conclusion is that this epistle dates from the first part of the first century. Furthermore, these people were Jewish Christians whose native tongue was Greek and who found a refuge in Greek-speaking countries north of Israel: Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Syria.

James wrote a pastoral letter to these scattered believers who, before the persecution, belonged to the church at Jerusalem. He knew that they were living in poverty while they were employed by rich landowners who exploited them. Some of them were merchants, but all experienced hardship. James ministered to their needs by writing them a pastoral letter.

D. WHO WROTE THIS EPISTLE?
The introductory greeting informs the reader that James is “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:1). This greeting in itself provides little information about the identity of the author. Who is he? What does the New Testament say about James?

1. Evidence from the New Testament
Name
The New Testament lists a number of men who are called James. They are the son of Zebedee (Matt. 10:2 and parallels; Acts 1:13; 12:2); the son of Alphaeus (Matt. 10:3 and parallels; Acts 1:13); James the younger (Mark 15:40); the father of Judas (not Iscariot [Luke 6:16; Acts 1:13]); the brother of Jude (Jude 1); and the half brother of Jesus who became the leader of the Jerusalem church (Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3; Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18; 1 Cor. 15:7; Gal. 1:19; 2:9, 12). If the brother of Jude (Jude 1) and James the half brother of Jesus are the same person, the number is reduced to five men bearing that name.

a. “James the son of Zebedee.” James and his brother John received the name Boanerges, which means “Sons of Thunder” (Mark 3:17). Apart from the lists of apostles in the Gospels and Acts, his name appears in Acts 12:2, where Luke informs the reader that King Herod Agrippa I “had James, the brother of John, put to death with the sword.” This happened in a.d. 44 during the Feast of Unleavened Bread. If James the son of Zebedee had written the Epistle of James, we would have expected more internal and external information. Instead of calling himself “a servant of … Jesus Christ,” he would have used the title apostle of Jesus Christ. The early church would have received and treasured the epistle as an apostolic writing.

b. “James the son of Alphaeus.” We know this apostle only from the lists of the apostles in the Gospels and Acts. The New Testament is silent on the life and labors of this person. If this apostle had composed the epistle, he would have given further identification. Also, the church would have kept the memory alive, had this epistle been written by an apostle.

c. “James the younger.” According to the Gospel of Mark (15:40), James, his brother Joses, and his sister Salome are children of Mary. James is identified as “the younger”—a reference to his age or stature. We know nothing about the life of James the younger. His mother presumably was the wife of Clopas (John 19:25).

d. “James the father of Judas.” Nothing is known about this particular person, except that he was the father of the apostle Judas (not Iscariot).

e. “James the [half] brother of the Lord.” The Gospel writers mention him as one of the sons of Mary, the mother of Jesus (Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3). During Jesus’ earthly ministry, he and his brothers did not believe in Jesus (John 7:5). James became a believer when Jesus appeared to him after the resurrection (1 Cor. 15:7). After Jesus’ ascension, he was present with his brothers and the apostles in the so-called upper room (Acts 1:14). He assumed leadership of the Jerusalem church after Peter’s release from prison (Acts 12:17), spoke with authority during the assembly at Jerusalem (Acts 15:13), was recognized as the head of the church (Gal. 1:19; 2:9, 12), and met Paul to hear his report on missions in the Gentile world (Acts 21:18). Tradition teaches that this influential and esteemed leader wrote the epistle.

Objections to the traditional view that James, the brother of Jesus, wrote the epistle have come in the form of the following arguments:

a. A Galilean whose native tongue was Aramaic could not have composed a letter in cultured Greek. This objection, however, is not formidable in view of the pervasive Greek influence in Galilee. James’s linguistic ability is not known, but the possibility of being bilingual is not remote. “The real issue must be one of education, for since Galilee was a region with many Greek cities and non-Jews and since there is extensive evidence of the use of Greek by Jews throughout Palestine, there is no reason to suppose that James could not speak Greek fluently.” Even the issue of education is unconvincing; consider, for example, that an uneducated cobbler named John Bunyan wrote Pilgrim’s Progress, which is considered a classic work. The objection that James could not have composed a letter seems unfounded.

b. James calls himself a servant, not a brother of Jesus. If he were the leader of the Jerusalem church, he could have indicated this in the introductory greeting. However, in their addresses the other writers of New Testament epistles often omit references to themselves and to their office. Moreover, James regarded his relationship to Jesus not physically as his brother but spiritually as his servant. Throughout the epistle, the authority of the author’s status in the church is unmistakable and undeniable. Known to the readers of his document, James is not compelled to identify himself as leader of the church in Jerusalem.

Language
If we assume that James, the leader of the Jerusalem church, is the author of the epistle, we must examine the speech he delivered during the assembly held in Jerusalem and the letter which he composed at that time (Acts 15:13–29). For instance, he calls Peter Simeon (in the Greek, Acts 15:14), a name that occurs again only in 2 Peter 1:1. “From this we gather that the actual words of the speaker are recorded either in their original form or in a translation; and it becomes thus a matter of interest to learn whether there is any resemblance between the language of our Epistle and that of the speech said to have been uttered by James, and of the circular [letter] containing the decree, which was probably drawn up by him.”

Moreover, we find similarities when we compare the choice of words and the structure of sentences (as reported by Luke in Acts) with the Epistle of James. James begins his speech with the familiar address brothers, an expression he employs frequently in his epistle. Consider the following words and phrases that even in an English translation show resemblance:

“Greetings” (Acts 15:23; James 1:1)

“Brothers, listen to me” (Acts 15:13) and “Listen, my dear brothers” (James 2:5)

“The remnant of men may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who bear my name” (Acts 15:17) and “Are they not the ones who are slandering the noble name of him to whom you belong?” (James 2:7)

Even though we cannot be absolutely certain concerning the authorship of the epistle, the internal evidence appears to point in the direction of James, the half brother of Jesus.

2. External Evidence
Eusebius, the church historian of the fourth century, quotes Hegesippus when he relates that James “used to enter alone into the temple and be found kneeling and praying for forgiveness for the people, so that his knees grew hard like a camel’s because of his constant worship of God.” As leader of the Jerusalem church, James had earned the respect of both the Christian and the Jew.

Nevertheless, this pious man known as James the Just met a violent death, which is decribed by the Jewish historian Josephus. After Governor Festus (Acts 24:27–26:32) died in a.d. 62, Emperor Nero sent Albinus to Judea as Festus’s successor. But before Albinus had arrived in Jerusalem, a high priest named Ananus, who was young and inexperienced, had convened the judges of the Sanhedrin. He accused James, the brother of Jesus, and others of breaking the law. James was sentenced to be killed by stoning. James met his death, however, at the hands of priests who threw him from the roof of the temple. He survived the fall, but they began to stone him until a laundryman beat him to death with a club.15
E. WHAT IS THE THEOLOGICAL MESSAGE OF JAMES?
The Epistle of James appears to be a collection of sayings and thoughts loosely put together. It differs from those epistles Paul has written in which he first develops a doctrinal issue—for example, Christology in Colossians—and then concludes with a section on practical application. By contrast, James presents a series of exhortations and numerous admonitions that reflect an ethical rather than a doctrinal emphasis. Even though these exhortations seem to be loosely connected, James shows progress and development in his presentation.

Typically, James introduces a subject in summary fashion which he afterward augments. Some of these subjects are faith, testing, wisdom (1:2–5); restraining the tongue; controlling anger, and submission to God (1:19–20). He returns to some topics to discuss them more fully: testing and temptation (1:12–15); keeping the law in faith (1:22–2:26); restraint of the tongue (3:1–12); earthly and heavenly wisdom (3:13–18); living in harmony with the will of God (4); and exercising patience through prayer (5). Because James often reverts to discussing items he has mentioned already (compare 4:8 with 1:8; 5:11 with 1:12), his epistle does not lend itself to separate divisions of topics. To treat every topic would make this introduction proportionately too lengthy. I must choose a few subjects and leave the rest for ` in the commentary itself.

James seems to leave the impression that he is familiar with the oral gospel of Jesus but not with the books of the New Testament. “No case can be demonstrated for literary dependence on our gospel of Matthew (or indeed on Luke and John).” Had he been acquainted with the written Gospel accounts and with the epistles, James would have been more theologically than ethically oriented in his epistle. True, he presents theology, but it is implicit rather than explicit. James depends on the preaching of Jesus, discusses the topic faith and works independently of Paul’s teaching, and writes on submission to God in a more elementary form than that which Peter presents in his epistles.

In his epistle, James echoes the tone and tenor of Jesus’ preaching recorded in the Gospels. The parallel between the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:3–7:27; Luke 6:20–49) and verses, clauses, phrases, and words in the letter of James is remarkable. Here are a few verses to illustrate this point:

	Matthew

	James


	5:7 “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.”

	2:13 Judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful.


	5:19 “Anyone who breaks one of the least of these commandments … will be called least in the kingdom of heaven.”

	2:10 Whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.


	6:19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy.”

	5:2–3 Moths have eaten your clothes. Your gold and silver are corroded.… You have hoarded wealth.



From a literary point of view, scholars generally acknowledge that James is not quoting from but alluding to the synoptic Gospels. The choice of words, the syntax, and the structure of the sentences differ, so that it is safe to say that James relies on the spoken word and conveys allusions to the written gospel. On the basis of these numerous allusions to the teaching of Jesus, we venture to say that James had heard Jesus preach on many occasions and therefore had become familiar with his teachings. With “eyewitnesses and servants of the word” (Luke 1:2), James participated in receiving and delivering the message of Jesus.

If we are able to detect the direct teachings of Jesus in James’s epistle, is it possible to formulate a Christology? The answer is affirmative.

1. Christology
The Epistle of James is devoid of references to the life, suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Although the doctrine of the resurrection is the substratum of apostolic preaching and a basic theme in the Book of Acts, in his epistle James pays no attention to this redemptive event. He is interested in proclaiming the gospel of Christ not so much in terms of his person as in terms of the practical and ethical application of his teachings.

The epistle contains only two direct references to Jesus Christ. The first one is in the address: “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:1). The second is in the discussion on faith, where James calls the recipients “believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ” (2:1).

Besides including these direct christological testimonies, James refers indirectly to Jesus by employing the term Lord eleven times. However, I hasten to point out that in the case of a few of these references this term is equivalent to the name God (3:9; 5:4, 10, 11).

When James calls Jesus “Lord,” he wants his readers to think of the ascended Christ. The names of God and Jesus are parallel to each other in the address (1:1); the intent is to emphasize that the exalted Lord is divine. Furthermore, James attributes divine acts to Jesus: he forgives sin (5:15), heals the sick (5:14–15), and as the Judge is standing at the door (5:9).

James furnishes still another allusion to Jesus. He tells the readers that the rich “are slandering the noble name of him to whom you belong” (2:7). That noble name belongs to “our glorious Lord Jesus Christ” (2:1). Note that James describes the Lord as “glorious” (in the Greek, “the Lord of glory”). This term reminds the reader of the glory of God that filled the tabernacle in the desert (see Exod. 40:35), and resembles the descriptions of Jesus that John provides in the prologue of his Gospel. John confesses, “We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). The expression glory indicates that Jesus has fulfilled the Old Testament promises that God himself would come to live with his people. In Jesus Christ, God has revealed his glory.

And last, the early church understood the phrase our glorious Lord Jesus Christ to mean that Jesus had ascended to heaven where he reigns with God in heavenly glory.

In his epistle James discloses his Christology not directly but indirectly, and thereby seems to reveal an early stage of doctrinal development in the Christian church. If we assume that the church in the first part of the first century had no fully developed doctrine of Christ, we may conclude that the letter appears to reflect an early period in the history of the church.

2. Prayer
James, who reportedly spent much time in prayer, acquaints his readers with this subject in at least three places in his epistle. In the introductory part of his epistle, he exhorts them to ask God for wisdom (1:5–7). When he rebukes them for their sin of quarreling and fighting, he points out that they do not receive anything from God because they are asking him for goods they want to use for their personal pleasures (4:2–3). And if there is sickness or if sin has been committed, James counsels the readers to offer prayer so that the sick person may be made well and sin may be forgiven (5:14–16).

In these three passages, James instructs his readers that genuine prayer must be based on trust and faith in God. God answers prayer only when the believer asks in faith. In response to the believer’s request, God generously will grant the gift of wisdom, supply man’s material needs, and heal the sick. The prayer of a person who is right with God “is powerful and effective” (5:16). The example is that of Elijah, whose prayers influence the course of nature (5:17–18).

Indirectly James touches on prayer in still more places. Prayer is also praise. “With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father,” writes James (3:9). Prayer is coming near to God (4:8) and humbling oneself before the Lord (4:10).

The similarity between the words of Jesus and the Epistle of James on the subject prayer is unquestionable. Jesus teaches that prayer based on faith is able to move mountains (Matt. 17:20; 21:21; Luke 17:6). Says he, “If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer” (Matt. 21:22). Other writers of the New Testament, among them the author of Hebrews, stress the same truth. Paul puts it rather pointedly: “Everything that does not come from faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23).

3. Faith
One of the first topics James introduces in this epistle is faith: “the testing of your faith develops perseverance” (1:3). And when a person approaches God in prayer, “he must believe and not doubt” (1:6).

Especially to the second chapter of his letter, James develops the subject faith. In the original Greek, this noun appears predominantly in chapter 2; that is, of the sixteen occurrences in the entire epistle, thirteen are in the second chapter. In addition, the chapter has three occurrences of the verb to believe (2:19 [2 times], 23). This indeed is the chapter on faith in the Epistle of James.

The recipients of the letter are called “believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ” (2:1). The person who is materially poor is spiritually rich in faith (2:5) and heir to God’s kingdom.

In the section on faith and deeds, James asserts that faith which “is not accompanied by action, is dead” (2:17, 26), for faith that is dead is no faith. Therefore, he illustrates his teaching with a reference to the historical account of Abraham offering his son Isaac on Mount Moriah. He proves that Abraham’s works result from the patriarch’s active faith. Works, then, are an essential part of faith.

4. Law
For James, the law of God gives the believer freedom (1:25; 2:12), is summarized as “the royal law” (“Love your neighbor as yourself,” 2:8), and must be kept (4:11). Concludes Peter H. Davids, “In each of these passages the validity of the law is not argued, but simply assumed.”

Parallels between the Epistle of James and the teaching of Jesus on the law are recognizable. The person who does what the law requires by looking intently into it, declares James, “will be blessed in what he does” (1:25). Jesus observes, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 7:21). The person who puts Jesus’ words into practice is a wise man (Matt. 7:25; and see Luke 6:47). James depicts the second part of the summary of the law—“Love your neighbor as yourself”—as royal (2:8). Asked by an expert in the law to identify the greatest commandment in the law, Jesus teaches the summary:

“ ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ ” [Matt. 22:37–39]

James instructs the readers not to criticize or judge a brother, for that is the same as criticizing or judging the law. “When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it” (4:11). The words are an echo and an expansion of those spoken by Jesus, “Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged” (Matt. 7:1–2).

The Epistle of James breathes the spirit of Christ in respect to the law. True, James presents not a full-fledged doctrine of law and salvation but the teaching that God “gives grace to the humble” (4:6). It is for Paul to present the church the doctrine of justification by faith and not by works.

5. Faith and Works
A comparison of Romans 4 and James 2 discloses an apparent similarity in the choice of the words faith and works and the quotation from Genesis 15:6, “Abram believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness” (Rom. 4:3; James 2:23). What is the relationship between Paul’s presentation of faith and works in Romans and that of James in his epistle?

Some commentators maintain that James wrote his epistle to criticize Paul’s teaching on faith and works. Paul, they say, was misunderstood by the church because he separated the concepts faith and works. James saw a danger in the teaching Paul set forth, namely, that of faith without works. Therefore, because some Christians misunderstood the phrase without works, James wrote his letter to affirm the teaching that faith results in works.

Other scholars are of the opinion that James wrote his epistle before Paul began his writing career. That is, after the Epistle of James began to circulate in the early church, Paul wrote his letter to the Romans to present a better understanding of the significance of faith without works.

Both James and Paul develop the topic faith and works, each from his own perspective, and each for his own purpose.

James uses the word faith subjectively in the sense of trust and confidence in the Lord. This active faith gives the believer perseverance, certainty, and salvation (1:3; 2:14; 5:15). Faith is the believer’s active involvement in the church and in the world. Through faith he receives wisdom (1:5), righteousness (2:23), and healing (5:15).

Paul, on the other hand, often speaks of faith objectively. Faith is the instrument by which the believer is justified before God (Rom. 3:25, 28, 30; 5:1; Gal. 2:16; Phil. 3:9). Faith is the means by which the believer takes hold of the merits of Christ. Because of these merits, man is justified before God. Justification, then, comes as a gift from God to man—a gift which he appropriates in faith. Justification is God’s declaration that God has restored the believer through faith to a right relationship with himself.

In his discussion of faith and works, James appears to write independently of Paul’s letter to the Romans. James approaches the topic from a point of view that is more practical than theological. In effect, his approach is elementary, direct, and consequential.

Paul’s discussion represents an advanced stage of the teaching relating to faith and works. Because the approach of James varies significantly from that of Paul, we conclude that he wrote his epistle independently of Paul’s teaching and perhaps prior to the composition of Romans.

6. Trials and Submission
Two topics that both James and Peter pursue are those of trials and submission. This similarity raises questions. Did Peter depend on the Epistle of James when he wrote his own epistle? Did James borrow from I Peter? Or did both authors derive their material from a common source?

Before we attempt to answer these questions, we must take note of at least three facts. First, with respect to resemblances and parallels, the Epistle of James is short and I Peter elaborate. The hermeneutical rule “The shorter reading is likely to be the original” has merit, for a writer who borrows material tends to lengthen his presentation. Next, James addresses his letter exclusively to Jewish Christians; Peter writes to Gentile Christians (see 1 Peter 1:18; 2:10, 12; 4:3). And last, James and Peter share a common heritage of culture, training, and purpose. Undoubtedly, their intimate fellowship in Jerusalem contributed to interdependence in the writing of their respective epistles.

Numerous are the resemblances between the Epistle of James and the First Epistle of Peter. Both authors allude to and quote two identical passages from the Old Testament. The first one is from Isaiah 40:6–8:

“All men are like grass,

and all their glory is like the flowers of the field.

The grass withers and the flowers fall,

because the breath of the Lord blows on them.…

The grass withers and the flowers fall,

but the word of our God stands forever.”

James alludes to this passage (1:10–11) and Peter quotes parts of it verbatim (1 Peter 1:24). The second quotation is from Proverbs 10:12, “Love covers over all wrongs.” Both James and Peter quote this verse (James 5:20; 1 Peter 4:8).

Also, we must note a few parallels in the two epistles to see how each writer unfolds a specific topic. From a look at parallels we are able to determine who gives the fuller account of that topic. Here are a few parallel verses to illustrate the themes trials and submission.

	James 1:2

	1 Peter 1:6


	Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds.

	In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials.



James indicates that the man who perseveres under trial will receive the crown of life (1:12). Peter exhorts his readers not to be surprised when they endure painful suffering (4:12) and not to be ashamed when they suffer as a Christian (4:16).

	James 4:6–7, 10

	1 Peter 5:5–6


	Scripture says:

	Young men, in the same way be submissive to those who are older … because,


	“God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.”

	“God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.”


	Submit yourselves, then to God.… Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.

	Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.



Whereas James exhorts, “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you” (4:7), Peter is expansive in his exhortation and in his description of the devil. He admonishes the readers to “be self-controlled and alert.” He explains his admonition by saying, “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” And last, he tells the believer to “resist [the devil], standing firm in the faith” (1 Peter 5:8–9).

These two examples illustrate the conciseness of James’s style and the expansiveness of Peter’s. Although this observation alone by itself is nothing more than the proverbial straw in the wind, it seems to favor the theory that the Epistle of James was written before the letter of Peter. An early date for this epistle is more likely than one that is late.

F. WHEN AND WHERE WAS THE EPISTLE WRITTEN?
1. Date
James wrote his epistle after he became the leader of the church in Jerusalem in a.d. 44 and before he met a martyr’s death in a.d. 62.

The two terminal dates for determining the time when the Epistle of James was written can be verified. We begin with the earliest possible date on which the epistle could have been written. The Jewish Christians who were driven from Jerusalem because of the persecution that resulted from the death of Stephen were scattered (Acts 8:1). They “traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch” (Acts 11:19). This probably happened during the early part of the fifth decade. Also in those years, James assumed prominence in the church at Jerusalem. When Peter was released from prison in a.d. 44 (the year King Herod Agrippa I died [Acts 12:23]), James took Peter’s place as head of the church.

In his letter, James addresses “the twelve tribes scattered among the nations” (1:1). He fulfills his role as pastor even toward former members now living in dispersion. He writes his letter to all the Christians in dispersion, because from his point of view at that period in the history of the church, there were no Gentile Christians. The last possible date for the composition of the Epistle of James is a.d. 62, the year of James’s death. That date can be ascertained because Festus had died and his successor Albinus was on his way to Judea to assume his role as governor.

The epistle itself lacks references to time or to specific circumstances that aid the reader in establishing a date. If we survey the content of James’s epistle and analyze the indirect references to the culture and conditions of the age in which the author wrote, we are able to determine the approximate date when the letter was composed.

James gives no indication of a division between Jewish Christians and Jews, which is rather pronounced in the Gospels and the Epistles. For instance, Matthew records the words of Jesus that admonish the believer not to be like the hypocrites who “love to pray standing in the synagogues” (6:5). And John, in his Gospel, repeatedly refers to the opposition as “the Jews,” even though Jesus and the disciples themselves were Jews. Paul also faced organized resistance to the message of Christ, not so much from Gentiles as from Jews.

The Epistle of James, however, mirrors a time of relative tranquility within the Jewish community in the fourth and fifth decades of the first century. The recipients of his epistle attend the worship services in their local synagogue (2:2; see the Greek). To be sure, these recipients endured economic hardship and religious harassment from people who slandered the noble name of Jesus (2:7). They were oppressed, not because they were Jews, but because they were poor.

Whereas Paul and Peter in their epistles make a distinction between Gentile Christians and Jewish Christians, James addresses only Christians who belonged to the twelve tribes (1:1) and who called Abraham their ancestor (2:21). Because nothing in the Epistle of James hints at the Jewish-Gentile controversy that precipitated the general meeting of apostles and elders at Jerusalem (Acts 15), the letter probably was composed before that council meeting. Scholars believe the council met in a.d. 49.

Moreover, the epistle reflects a time in which the church seems to be in its initial stages of development. James says little about the organization of the church. True, the term elders occurs in connection with the healing of the sick (5:14). But James fails to note or comment on the ruling and teaching ministry of the elders. Even though he mentions teachers in relation to restraining the tongue (3:1), he does not link them to a ministry in the church. He does not allude to a caring ministry of the deacons to the poor. And the sacraments of the Lord’s Supper and baptism are not discussed. These omissions seem to reflect an initial stage of a developing church. Although this is an argument from silence, the cumulative evidence points in the direction of a date in the middle of the fifth decade. A date that falls halfway between the time James succeeded Peter as leader in the Jerusalem church and the convening of the council at Jerusalem seems judicious.

2. Place
The author of the epistle provides no information about his domicile, yet he alludes to climatic conditions that pertain to Israel. His remark that the farmer patiently waits “for the autumn and spring rains” (5:7) fits only the Palestinian region. Countries to the south and east of Israel, or even Syria to the north, do not experience the recurring cycle of autumn and spring rains peculiar to Israel. James also notes “the scorching heat” (1:11) that prevails in his native land, and acquaints the reader with the produce of the land: figs and olives (3:12).

G. WHAT IS THE HISTORY OF THE EPISTLE?
For more than a century and a half after it was written, the Epistle of James was not circulated and failed to gain publicity. Perhaps because it was addressed to a limited group of Jewish Christians, the letter remained unnoticed in the Gentile Christian church. The fact that James was not an apostle resulted in the neglect the church displayed in respect to his letter. The church applied the rule that unless a book was apostolic it could not be canonical.

The Muratorian Canon, which presumably dates from a.d. 175, fails to list the Epistle of James. Writers in the second century vaguely allude to it. Clement of Alexandria reportedly commented on the epistle about a.d. 220, even though there are no quotes from it in his extant writings. Also in the first decades of the third century, Origen quotes the Epistle of James in his commentary on the Gospel of John (John 19:6). Origen refers to the epistle as Scripture, and mentions James by name.

One hundred years afterward, historian Eusebius reports that the Epistle of James was used publicly in the churches. Some people at the time considered it a spurious document and the historian himself places it in the category of disputed books. Nevertheless, Eusebius refers to this epistle as Scripture and ascribes it to “the holy apostle,” whom he repeatedly calls the Lord’s brother. After describing the martyrdom of James, he says,

Such is the story of James, whose [epistle] is said to be the first of the Epistles called Catholic. It is to be observed that its authenticity is denied, since few of the ancients quote it, as is also the case with the Epistle called Jude’s, which is itself one of the seven called Catholic; nevertheless we know that these letters have been used publicly with the rest in most churches.

The Council of Carthage in a.d. 397 officially recognized the Epistle of James as canonical. In a.d. 412, the church in Syria included it with I Peter and I John in the authorized version known as the Syriac Peshitta. Except for the Syrian church, the East acknowledged the epistle as canonical sooner than the West. Influential leaders, including Jerome, were instrumental in acquainting the church in the West with the Epistle of James.

During the time of the Reformation, Erasmus voiced doubts that James, the brother of Jesus, wrote the epistle. He thought that James, because of his Jewish background, could not have written Greek of the quality the epistle exhibits. Martin Luther added his own reservations by observing that the epistle teaches little about Christ, is not apostolic, stresses law instead of gospel, and opposes Paul on the doctrine of faith and works. He writes in the preface to his translation of the New Testament (1522) that “James’ Epistle is really an epistle of straw.” He concludes, “I cannot put [the epistle] among the chief books, though I would not thereby prevent anyone from putting him where he pleases and estimating him as he pleases; for there are many good sayings in [it].” In his works, Luther often quotes from the epistle without any critical comments. He regards it as the Word of God. Although he numbered the books of the New Testament, he placed James (together with II Peter, Jude, and Revelation) without a number at the end of his New Testament list.

When William Tyndale completed the translation of the New Testament in 1525, he placed the Epistle of James as the last book in the canon. Subsequent English translations of the New Testament put the epistle in the usual sequence, after Hebrews and before I Peter.

H. HOW CAN JAMES BE OUTLINED?
Outlines of the Epistle of James are plentiful and varied. The epistle, however, presents numerous themes that are interwoven and often repeated. For this reason, commentators differ on the exact divisions of the text. I have followed the chapter divisions and suggest the following headings for the five chapters of James:

	1:1–27

	Perseverance


	2:1–26

	Faith


	3:1–18

	Restraint


	4:1–17

	Submission


	5:1–20

	Patience



Here is a more detailed outline:

	1:1–27  Perseverance

	A. Greetings 1:1

	

	B. Trials 1:2–11

	

	
	1. Testing of Faith

	2–4


	
	2. Asking for Wisdom

	5–8


	
	3. Taking Pride

	9–11


	C. Tests 1:12–18

	

	
	1. Sustaining the Test

	12


	
	2. Being Tempted to Desire

	13–15


	
	3. Receiving Perfect Gifts

	16–18


	D. Agreements 1:19–27

	

	
	1. Accepting the Word of God

	19–21


	
	2. Listening Obediently

	22–25


	
	3. Serving Religiously

	26–27


	2:1–26 Faith
	

	A. Faith and the Law 2:1–13

	

	
	1. Avoid Favoritism

	1–4


	
	2. Be Rich in Faith

	5–7


	
	3. Keep the Royal Law

	8–11


	
	4. Show Mercy

	12–13


	B. Faith and Deeds 2:14–26

	

	
	1. Faith Without Deeds

	14–17


	
	2. Faith, Deeds, and Creed

	18–19


	
	3. The Faith of Abraham

	20–24


	
	4. Faith and Righteousness

	25–26


	3:1–18 Restraint
	

	A. Use of the Tongue 3:1–12

	

	
	1. Discipline of Speech

	1–2


	
	2. Examples

	3–8


	
	3. Praise and Cursing

	9–12


	B. Two Kinds of Wisdom 3:13–18

	

	
	1. Earthly Wisdom

	13–16


	
	2. Heavenly Wisdom

	17–18


	4:1–17 Submission
	

	A. Submission in Life and Spirit 4:1–12

	

	
	1. Asking with Wrong Motives

	1–3


	
	2. Being Friends with the World

	4–6


	
	3. Coming Near to God

	7–10


	
	4. Judging a Brother

	11–12


	B. Submission to God’s Will 4:13–17

	

	
	1. Example

	13–15


	
	2. Good and Evil

	16–17


	5:1–20 Patience
	

	A. Impatience Toward the Rich 5:1–6

	

	
	1. Address

	1


	
	2. Wealth

	2–3


	
	3. Theft

	4


	
	4. Indulgence

	5


	
	5. Murder

	6


	B. Necessity of Patience 5:7–11

	

	
	1. Plea for Patience

	7–8


	
	2. Warning Against Impatience

	9


	
	3. Examples

	10–11


	C. Oaths 5:12

	

	D. Persistence in Prayer 5:13–18

	

	
	1. Prayer and Praise

	13


	
	2. Prayer and Faith

	14–15


	
	3. Power of Prayer

	16


	
	4. Example

	17–18


	E. Rescuing the Wayward 5:19–20

	


