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JAMES OVERVIEW
Recommended Commentaries 1
Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell. James. Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the
New Testament. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008. 280 pp. ISBN: 0310244021
Good, balanced commentary.
Peter H. Davids. The Epistle of James: A Commentary on the Greek Text. New International
Greek Testament Commentary. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982. 226 pp. ISBN: 0802823882
More technical but one of the best.
Dan G. McCartney. James. Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2009. 335 pp. ISBN: 0801026768
Scot McKnight. The Letter of James. New International Commentary on the New Testament.
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011. 497 pp. ISBN: 080282627X
Fresh and insightful.
Douglas J. Moo. The Letter of James. Pillar New Testament Commentary. Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2000. 271 pp. ISBN: 0802837301
Arguably the best all-around commentary on James. Moo also has a slimmer entry in the
Tyndale NT commentary series.
David P. Nystrom. James. NIV Application Commentary. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997. 338
pp. ISBN: 0310493609
Introduction to the Book
James has been a provocative book over the years. Its acceptance into the canon was not as
straightforward as many other NT books. Its themes feel different from what a more Pauloriented Christianity would consider the heart of the gospel. It also feels more Jewish and more
1

Two other commentaries that are cited often (and are a bit more technical) are Ralph P. Martin, James, Word
Biblical Commentary, vol. 48 (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1988) and Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter of James, Anchor
Bible, vol. 37A (New York: Doubleday, 1995). Another good resource is Richard Bauckham, James: Wisdom of
James, Disciple of Jesus the Sage, New Testament Readings (New York: Routledge, 1999).
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law/works-oriented. Douglas Moo writes that “modern theologians often dismiss the letter as a
holdover from Judaism that does not truly express the essence of the Christian faith.”2 Martin
Luther famously dubbed it an “epistle of straw.” At the same time, “quite in contrast to the
sometimes negative view of the letter among academics and theologians is the status of James
among ordinary believers. Few books of the NT are better known or more often quoted than
James. It is probably one of the two or three most popular NT books in the church.”3 Moo goes
on to list the reasons why the book has been so popular:
(1) Practical—“James is intensely practical; and believers looking for specific guidance in
the Christian life naturally appreciate such an emphasis. . . . The Letter of James contains
a higher frequency of imperative verbs than any other NT book. James’s purpose is
clearly not so much to inform as to chastise, exhort, and encourage. . . . He touches only
briefly and allusively on the theology while concentrating on the practical outworking of
the theology.”4
(2) Conciseness—“He rarely develops the points he makes at any length, being content to
make his point and to move quickly on. Interpreters of James are often, indeed, puzzled
to figure out a clear organization in the letter. But what troubles interpreters is a virtue for
many readers, who can immediately appreciate the point that James is trying to make.
Indeed, in this respect James is somewhat similar to OT and Jewish wisdom books, such
as Proverbs; and Christians appreciate these books for similar reasons.”5
(3) Use of Metaphor and Illustration—“James’s lavish use of metaphors and illustrations
makes his teaching easy to understand and to remember. The billowing sea, the withered
flower, the image of a face in a mirror, the bit in the horse’s mouth, the rudder of the ship,
the destructive forest fire, the pure spring of water, the arrogant businessman, the
corroded metal, and moth-eaten clothes—all are images of virtually universal appeal.”6
In these ways, James reflects his Lord well, who also made use of practical, concise, and
oftentimes metaphorical teaching. Before exploring James’s connection to Jesus, however, it
should first be established who exactly this James was.

2

Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 1.

3

Ibid.

4

Ibid.

5

Ibid., 1-2.

6

Ibid., 2.
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Authorship—Who Was James?
The letter itself provides a name for the author: “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus
Christ” (1:1). The fact that little else is said “points to a well-known James, and it is natural to
think first of those men by this name who are mentioned in the New Testament.”7 Scot McKnight
also writes, “Someone named ‘James’ is mentioned more than forty times in the New Testament.
It is useful then to trot out the presumably separable Jameses and evidence for each, and we will
present them in an ascending order of possibilities, leaving the last two as the only real
possibilities.”8 He lists them:
First, James the father of Judas (Luke 6:16; Acts 1:13). 9
Second, James the Less or Younger, son of Mary wife of Cleopas (Mark 15:40; Matt
27:56;
Mark 16:1; Luke 24:10).
Third, James the son of Alphaeus, one of the Twelve (Mark 3:18; Matt 10:3; Luke 6:15;
Acts 1:13).
Fourth, James the son of Zebedee and brother of the apostle John and also one of the
Twelve (Mark 1:19; 3:17; Luke 6:14; Acts 1:13). This James, according to Acts
12:2, was beheaded by Herod Agrippa I.
Fifth, James the brother of Jesus, son of Mary (Mark 6:3; Matt 13:55; Gal 1:19; 2:9, 12;
Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18; Jude 1; John 7:3-5; 1 Cor 9:5).10
All but the final one of these can be safely discarded from consideration. Moo notes how “three
of them are mentioned in one verse, Acts 1:13: ‘When they arrived, they went upstairs to the
room where they were staying. Those present were Peter, John, James and Andrew; Philip and
Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew; James son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot, and Judas
son of James.’ James the father of Judas is mentioned only here and in Luke 6:16 in the NT. His
name occurs only because there is a need to distinguish this particular Judas from the betterknown Judas Iscariot. James the son of Alphaeus is rather obscure, mentioned only in lists of
apostles such as this one (cf. also Mark 3:18; Matt. 10:3; Luke 6:15) and perhaps in Mark 15:40
(‘James the younger’) and Matt. 27:56 [some believe these two passages refer to a different
James, as laid out in the list above]. He was probably not well known enough to have written an
7

D. A. Carson, Douglas J. Moo, and Leon Morris [“CMM” throughout the rest of the brief], An Introduction to the
New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 410.
8

Scot McKnight, The Letter of James, New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2011), 14.
9

With reference to this particular James, McKnight expounds upon Luke 6:16 (“and Judas son of James, and Judas
Iscariot, who became a traitor”): “Luke thus distinguishes Judas ben Yakov from Judas Iscariot. Both Mark 3:18 and
Matt 10:4 have ‘Simon the Cananaean’ where Luke has Judas son of James. The lists of the apostles vary” (ibid., 14
n. 58).
10
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Ibid., 14-15.
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authoritative letter to Christians under his own name alone. But James the son of Zebedee is one
of the most prominent apostles in the gospel narratives. Along with Peter and John, he belonged
to the ‘inner circle’ of the Twelve and was therefore privileged to witness, for instance, the
resurrection of Jairus’s daughter (Mark 5:37 and par.) and the transfiguration (Mark 9:2 and par.;
see also Mark 10:35, 41; 13:3). But this James was put to death by Herod Agrippa I (Acts 12:2),
perhaps in about A.D. 44. And we probably should not date the letter of James quite this early.
This leaves us with the other prominent James in the NT: James the brother of the Lord.”11

This James is “mentioned in the Gospels (Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3), but he became a follower of
Jesus only after the resurrection (cf. 1 Cor. 15:7 and John 7:5). He attained a position of
leadership in the early church (Acts 12:17), where we find him dialoging with Paul about the
nature and sphere of the gospel ministry (Acts 15:13; 21:18; Gal. 1:19; 2:9, 12).”12 Further, “later
Christian tradition about James, the elder in Jerusalem, regularly portrays him as ‘James the
Just,’ excelling in piety—especially in prayer, fasting, and the practice of Nazirite purity. He is
claimed by the second-century Jewish-Christian Ebionites as providing precedent for a Torahobservant form of Christianity, but both gnostic and mainstream Christian appropriations of
James contradict this claim.”13
Historically, it is this James who has been considered the author of the book: “The traditional
position on the authorship and date of James definitely appeared by AD 253 (the death of
Origen) and established itself firmly by the end of the fourth century (Jerome, Augustine, and the
Council of Carthage). From then until the sixteenth century James was generally accepted as
coming from the hand of James the Just while he presided over the church in Jerusalem (roughly
AD 40-62, the lower limit being the less clear). Luther, like Erasmus, attributed the work to
another pious Christian named James due to internal evidence, but criticism of the epistle
remained muted in the church until the rise of its modern criticism with DeWette in 1826.”14
The most significant alternative to James being the author is that someone else wrote it in
James’s name—i.e., it is pseudonymous. There are four central reasons scholars doubt that James
actually wrote the letter:

11

Moo, James, 9.

12

Ibid., 9-10.

13

Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 28. For more on the person of James, see the essays in Bruce Chilton and Craig
A. Evans, eds., James the Just and Christian Origins (Leiden: Brill, 1999).
14

Peter H. Davids, The Epistle of James: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 2.
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1. The style represents more elegant Greek and the concepts more sophisticated
Hellenism than the son of a Jewish carpenter could have been expected to master.
2. The contents of the letter are not distinctively Christian enough. References to Jesus
appear only in 1:1 and 2:1, while there is no unambiguous mention of the Holy Spirit
anywhere (“S/spirit” [pneuma] appears only in 4:5). Take away these two verses and
a non-Christian Jew could have written the entire document.
3. The letter is not distinctively Jewish-Christian enough. Little represents the unique
theology of the second-century Ebionites, and early Jewish-Christian sect that
assiduously kept the Mosiac law and questioned the divinity of Jesus.
4. The comparatively slow acceptance of James into the emerging NT canon during the
first three centuries of Christian history suggests early doubts about the genuineness
of this letter’s claims for authorship.15
However, none of these reasons is decisive enough to reject the traditional position. Blomberg
and Kamell explain that “because of centuries of Hellenistic influence in Israel, particularly in
Galilee, it is impossible to pontificate on how much Greek language and culture any given Jew
could or could not have learned.”16 Additionally, while “Jesus appears by name only twice,
James regularly alludes to his teachings, particularly from Matthew and Luke, and frequently
from the Sermon on the Mount/Plain. . . . The letter is thus heavily indebted to the Jesus tradition
and is therefore fully Christian. The very fact that many of James’s injunctions do find nonChristian Jewish parallels, however, undermines the objection that it is not sufficiently JewishChristian. . . . Later church traditions probably exaggerated the extent to which James promoted
Torah-observant Christianity in competition with other branches of the faith.”17 Other objections,
such as its slower acceptance into the canon and its possible contradiction to Paul’s teachings, are
also not decisive (see sections below on these subjects).
Before concluding this section, two comparisons of James with other biblical literature are
illuminating, both compiled by McKnight. First, similarities between the James of Acts 15:
1. The letters have similar beginnings:
! James 1:1-2: James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the
twelve tribes in the Dispersion: Greetings. My brothers [and sisters] . . .
! Acts 15:23: The brothers, both the apostles and the elders, to the believers of
Gentile origin in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia, greetings.
! See also James 1:16, 19, 25; Acts 15:25 on the word “brothers.”
2. The letters each express the need to “keep” oneself from sins:
15

Blomberg and Kamell, James, 33. The discussion of authorship goes into great detail in the commentaries. For a
more extensive treatment, see Moo, James, 9-22; McKnight, James, 13-38; CMM, Introduction, 410-13.
16

Blomberg and Kamell, James, 33.

17

Ibid., 33-34.
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James 1:27: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep
oneself unstained by the world.
! Acts 15:29: that you abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols and from
blood and from what is strangled and from fornication. If you keep yourselves
from these, you will do well.
3. The letters each connect “listen” to “brothers”:
! James 2:5: Listen, my beloved brothers [and sisters].
! Acts 15:13: My brothers, listen to me.
4. The letters each use the name invoked upon the believers:
! James 2:7: Is it not they who blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked
over you?
! Acts 15:17: so that all other peoples may seek the Lord—even all the Gentiles
over whom my name has been called.
5. The letters use some distinctive vocabulary:
! “Care for” pastorally (James 1:27; Acts 15:14), “turning” as conversion
(James 5:19-20; Acts 15:19).18
While “these connections do not represent the most important terms in James . . . it must also be
admitted that in a letter the length of Acts 15:23-29 the parallels to James are noteworthy if not
remarkable.”19 Second, similarities between James and Jesus:
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

The theme of joy in trial/testing is found in 1:2 and Matthew 5:10-12 par. Luke
6:22-23.
The word “perfection” in 1:4 finds an important parallel in Matthew 5:48 (contrast
Luke 6:36) and 19:21 (contrast Luke 18:21).
The generosity of God for those in need is found in 1:5 and Matthew 7:7-9 par. Luke
11:9-11.
The call to suspend anger in 1:20 connects to Matthew 5:22.
The important theme of being a doer of the word, not just hearing the word, as seen in
1:22-25 reminds one of Matthew 7:24-27 par. Luke 6:47-49.
The demand to do all the Law in 2:10 is matched in part by a similar demand in
Matthew 5:19.
The paramount significance of mercy in 2:13 finds something similar in Matthew 5:7.
The call to peace in 3:18 is also matched by a Beatitude in Matthew 5:9.
James’s concern with the either-or of love/friendship with God or the world finds
something similar in Matthew 6:24 par. Luke 16:13.
The connection of humility and eschatological exaltation in 4:10 finds a substantive
connection with yet another Beatitude in Matthew 5:5.

18

McKnight, James, 24.

19

Ibid., 25.
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!
!
!

The theme of not judging in 4:11-12, which in many ways brings to completion what
has been said in 3:1-4:10, not to mention other subtle connections in other parts of
James, is also important to the Jesus traditions, as seen in Matthew 7:1-5 par. Luke
6:37-38, 41-42.
The hostile reaction to rich oppressors in 5:2-6 finds close associations with Matthew
6:24, 25-34 par. Luke 16:13; 12:22-31.
The patience of the prophets in 5:10 matches Matthew 5:12 par. Luke 6:23.
Most notably, the statement about oaths in 5:12 must be connected to Matthew
5:33-37.20

Genre
There are several factors to consider when thinking about James in terms of genre. “First, the
book’s opening words identify what follows as a letter. The letter was a very broad literary
category in the ancient world, encompassing everything from brief notes of information and
request to long argumentative discourses. Identifying James as a letter is, therefore, both obvious
and not very helpful. A closer examination of the nature of this particular letter takes us a bit
further. Absent from James are the customary greeting, references to fellow workers, and travel
plans that mark many ancient and NT (especially Pauline) letters. Also missing are references to
specific people, places, or situations in the body of the letter. Where James does refer to a
situation, he casts it in a vague, even hypothetical manner (e.g., 2:2-3, 15-17; 4:13-17).”21
Though James was classified early as a “general” letter written to the broader church, it
nevertheless “reflects a specific set of circumstances that would not be true of people living just
anywhere. Most scholars agree, therefore, that James addresses a specific church, or more likely,
group of churches. The letter is the form in which James has transmitted general admonitions
concerning their situation. James is therefore more ‘literary’ than a personal letter; the closest
parallel to it in the NT is perhaps 1 John.”22
Secondly, James makes use of a good deal of traditional material. “Two kinds of sources figure
especially often in the letter. First, James depends more than any other NT author on the teaching
of Jesus. It is not that James directly quotes Jesus—although Jas. 5:12 is virtually a quotation of
Jesus’ teaching about oaths in Matt. 5:33-37. It is, rather, that he weaves Jesus’ teaching into the
very fabric of his own instruction. Again and again, the closest parallels to James’s wording will
be found in the teaching of Jesus—especially as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew. And the
topics he addresses as well as the particular slant that he takes on these topics mimics Jesus’ own
emphasis. The author of the letter seems to have been so soaked in the atmosphere and specifics
of Jesus’ teaching that he can reflect them almost unconsciously. Second, the letter also betrays a
20

Ibid., 25-26.

21

Moo, James, 6.

22

Ibid., 6-7.
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striking number of similarities to the words and emphases of a certain segment of Hellenistic
Judaism, represented to some extent by the Alexandrian philosopher Philo, but especially by the
apocryphal book Sirach and the pseudepigraphical book Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs.
The letter’s dependence on such sources offers some help in identifying the author and place of
writing; but we are concerned here with what this use of traditional material might suggest about
the nature of the letter. But before we draw possible conclusions from this factor, another factor
needs to be mentioned.”23
Third, James lacks a clear, organized structure. “The author moves quickly from topic to topic,
and the logical relationship of the topics is often not at all clear. Recent scholarship, influenced
by modern literary techniques and insights, has reopened the question of structure with a
vengeance
. . . . The very number of suggestions for the outline of the letter betrays the very point we are
making here: the letter has no obvious structure, nor even a clearly defined theme. Moral
exhortations follow closely upon one another without connections and without much logical
relationship.”24
Martin Dibelius, an early interpreter of James, classified the book as
“paraenesis” (“exhortation”). “And because Dibelius wrote one of the most influential modern
commentaries on James, 25 his view of the nature of the letter has found a good number of
adherents. The ancient genre of paraenesis, according to Dibelius, was characterized by four
factors that make it a perfect fit for James: (1) a focus on exhortation; (2) a general rather than
specific situation; (3) the use of traditional material; and (4) loose organization. But the
popularity of Dibelius’s approach to the letter has waned considerably in recent years. Scholars
have cast doubt on the whole idea that there was an identifiable genre such as paraenesis in the
ancient world. And where Dibelius saw nothing but isolated sayings, modern scholars are far
more inclined to find important motifs and themes that bind the apparently diverse exhortations
of James together.”26
Another popular genre put forth for James is that of wisdom. “Indeed, many contemporary
scholars insist that paraenesis should be seen as one component of wisdom literature. The letter
speaks directly about wisdom in a central passage (3:13-18; cf. also 1:5), and the brief, direct,
and practical admonitions found at many places in the letter resemble the style of wisdom books
from the OT (e.g., Proverbs) and the intertestamental period (e.g., Sirach, Wisdom of Solomon).
Moreover, some of the concerns of James are also key concerns in these wisdom books (e.g.,
23

Ibid., 7.

24

Ibid.

25

The English translation of the work referred to here is Martin Dibelius, A Commentary on the Epistle of James,
trans. M. Williams, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976).
26

!

Moo, James, 8.
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speech, dissension, wealth and poverty). But the issue of wisdom is not at all central to the book
as a whole; and most of the letter, in fact, does not consist of the brief ‘proverbs’ familiar from
wisdom books. Much depends on how broadly we understand ‘wisdom’; contemporary
scholarship has a tendency to subsume a great deal under that rubric. Suffice it to say here that
only a very broad definition of ‘wisdom’ would enable us to categorize James as a whole as
wisdom; and we are not convinced that so broad a definition is justified.”27
In the end, James is difficult to classify. Moo writes that “perhaps the closest we can get to
anything specific is to think of James as a sermon or homily. The author, separated from his
readers by distance, cannot exhort them in person or at length. So he must put his preaching in
written form, using a letter to cover briefly the main points that he wants them to understand.”28
A similar suggestion is put forward in the NT introduction of Moo, D. A. Carson, and Leon
Morris: “Perhaps a better way of viewing James is to see it as a homily, or series of homilies, put
into a letter in order to address Christians at a distance from their ‘pastor.’”29 While different
scholars offer varying conclusions on the genre of James, it is clear that within James we find
paraenesis/exhortation, wisdom, and the prophetic, all in the form of a letter that functions like a
homily of sorts. Blomberg and Kamell summarize well:
The barrage of imperatives that dominates James qualifies it for the broad literary and
rhetorical genre of paraenesis or exhortation. The letter emerges out of a background of
wisdom literature but with clear prophetic overtones as well. In form, it partly resembles
an epistle (letter), partly a homily (sermon), and primarily a protreptic discourse
(exhortation that develops by means of extended argumentation). Much of this discourse
is dialectic, as James frequently contrasts good and bad behavior, often with illustrations
(ships, clothing, fire, water, fruit, farming, etc.) susceptible to both positive and negative
development.30
Audience and Purpose for Writing
The only explicit evidence in the book about its audience is the phrase, “To the twelve tribes in
the Dispersion [diaspora].” One scholar explains,
The precise identity of the first readers of James is indeterminate and opinion remains
divided. Lacking specific details of the readers’ identity, most exegetes are content to
locate them in either of two places: post-Pauline Diaspora or in prewar (A.D. 66-70)
Palestine-Syria. All agree, however, that the proper place to begin this discussion is the
27

Ibid.

28

Ibid., 8-9.

29

CMM, Introduction, 416. See also Davids, James, 23.

30

Blomberg and Kamell, James, 32.
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letter’s opening verse, which greets the audience as “the twelve tribes in the Diaspora.”
This enigmatic phrase, however finally understood, might then be employed to interpret
subsequent references to the readership in the letter itself, resulting in a more detailed and
focused picture.
If this opening phrase is taken at face value, the readers are probably Jewish believers
(“twelve tribes”) with an address in some Roman territory outside of Palestine (“in the
Diaspora”), perhaps in Rome (Laws), Alexandria (Schneider) or even Syria (Davids)
toward the end of Domitian’s turbulent reign (Reicke). If, however, the phrase is taken
metaphorically, the scope of possible meaning and setting is significantly widened. On
this basis some have created complex settings of social and spiritual conflict, which are
then confirmed by the images of hostility found throughout the book.
In fact a metaphorical reading of “the twelve tribes” certainly agrees with use of the
phrase by other biblical writers. The biblical prophets, for instance, use the phrase (or
“tribes of Israel”) as a reference to a future, restored Israel (Ezek 47:13, 22; Is 49:6; Zech
9:1). Paul contends that the “Israel of God” (Gal 6:16) is a spiritual rather than an ethnic
people (cf. Rom 9-11; Gal 3-6) who belong to Christ (Rom 9:1-18) and are the true heirs
of the biblical promise of salvation (Gal 3:21-4:7; cf. Jas 2:5). In a similar way the
audience of James consists of those whose primary identity appears religious and
eschatological rather than ethnic and national; that is, they form a spiritual people whose
life is guided by God’s word and whose destiny is the realization of God’s promised
blessing.
The metaphorical use of “Diaspora” is also attested in Jewish literature as a reference to
believers, living in Palestine, but who are cut off from social and religious support
systems . . . . In this case a reference to diasporic Jews need not place them in a
geographical location but rather in a social world. Moreover, diasporic Jews were often
driven from their homeland for political (e.g., criminals) and economic (e.g., unemployed
workers or tax debtors) reasons; in this sense they were aliens both at home and abroad.
Even in Palestine the “homeland” was typically in the hands of wealthy landowners (Jas
5:1) who controlled both the economic (Jas 5:4-6) and religious lives (Jas 2:2-7) or their
poor workers, sometimes in venal and vicious ways . . . .
In a similar way Scripture speaks of the Diaspora to accent this very kind of experience
(cf. 1 Pet 1:1; Is 49:6) in which a people’s present pain results from their separation from
the plentiful land of divine blessing (whether land or Israel or in heaven). In a religious
sense present suffering discloses one’s status as “alien and stranger” but more
significantly the absence of promised salvation that is still in the future. Indeed, this
theological understanding of place adds another layer of meaning to “the twelve tribes,”
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whose future inheritance of the kingdom’s blessings ameliorates the trials and tribulations
of their present exile.31
From the evidence in the book itself, we can learn a few things about those to whom James was
writing and his reason for doing so. “Clearly they are believers (Jas 1:2) who are members of a
Jewish Christian synagogue (Jas 2:1-2), who aspire to be ‘rich in faith’ as heirs of the promised
kingdom (Jas 2:5) and at the same time pursue worldly pleasures that they lack (Jas 4:1-5). A
measure of their current suffering is due to their poverty: they are a congregation of ‘humble’
means (Jas 1:9-11; cf. 4:6-10), composed of members from the working-class poor (Jas 5:1-6)
and from other social groups who are most neglected (Jas 1:27; cf. Acts 6:1-6), most oppressed
(Jas 2:1-7; cf. Gal 2:9-10) and most poor (Jas 2:14-17).”32
Furthermore, “their enemies are the landed rich (Jas 5:1) and merchant middle class (Jas 4:13)
who are members of a Jewish congregation attached to the local synagogue (Jas 2:2-4; cf. 1:9).
However, their exploitation of the poor, their greed and maliciousness, which so fundamentally
offend the moral essentials of their own biblical tradition (Jas 2:8-10), fortify the author’s
polemic against them . . . Outside pressures have created tensions inside the congregation that
threaten its present unity and eschatological survival. The conflict that rages between believers is
pluriform: some disregard their own poor in favor of the rich and powerful outsiders (Jas
1:22-2:26); abusive speech between rival teachers undermines their teaching ministry and the
congregation’s spiritual formation (Jas 3:1-18); and hostilities between believers (Jas 4:1-2) and
finally toward God (Jas 4:71) have their source in their frustration of not having the material
goods they passionately desire (Jas 4:3-6).”33
Finally, perhaps “more troubling than this class conflict between rich and poor, which in turn
threatens the solidarity of the congregation, is the spiritual or psychological conflict that
threatens the believers’ relationship with God. These same trials also occasion doubt about God’s
generosity (Jas 1:5-8) or even the self-destructive deception that God is to blame for the bad
news of human life (Jas 1:13-16). Perhaps anxiety for personal safety prompts some believers to
suppose that glib confessions of orthodox faith are sufficient for God’s approval (Jas 1:22-27;
2:14-20), substituting them for a morally rigorous life that responds in mercy to the poor and
powerless when they are exploited by the rich and influential (Jas 2:1-13; 2:21-26). An inward
passion for lacking pleasure (Jas 4:1-2) gives one up to a consuming desire for things at the cost
of relationships with God (Jas 4:6-12) and neighbor (Jas 4:3-5). Spiritual failure results from

31

R. W. Wall, “James, Letter of,” in Dictionary of the Later New Testament and Its Developments, ed. Ralph P.
Martin and Peter H. Davids (Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP, 1997), 548-49.
32

Ibid., 549.

33

Ibid.
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theological deception, when a faulty view of the word of God yields bad decisions and ultimately
prevents participation in the new order (Jas 1:17-21; 2:12-13; 3:14-16; 4:11-12).”34
Cultural Setting
A clear cultural setting for the book of James is difficult to discern with certainty. Some have
made attempts, however. One example is Peter Davids, who writes, “In the present examination
of James we cannot find a clear and specific historical situation. We observe neither a definite
crisis in the epistle such as those which called forth 1 Thessalonians or 1 Corinthians nor a
specific persecution such as those which called forth 1 Pet. 4:12 and (probably) the book of
Revelation; Jas. 1:2 covers any persecution which the church may happen to undergo. Again, the
situation in Jas. 2:2-4 is simply a parabolic narrative used to introduce a teaching, not an actual
report of historical occurrences such as Chloe made to Paul. Nor do we suppose that Jas. 5:1-6 is
limited to one group of wealthy men. The author is largely dependent upon the traditional
portrayal of the wealthy in OT prophecy.”35
Nevertheless, Davids suggests a possible Sitz im Leben (“setting in life”) for the book. He writes,
It was after the death of Herod Agrippa I [AD 44] that there was a severe deterioration in
the internal stability of Palestine as well as a series of famines. Also, as the Pauline
collection shows, the church itself was impoverished in this period. During the last
decade of this period even the temple clergy were at odds, the wealthy high-priestly
families siding with the Romans and depriving the lower clergy of their tithes, while the
lower clergy were impoverished and sided with the Zealots.
One can picture what this situation did to the church in Palestine. On the one hand, the
church naturally felt resentment against the rich. They had “robbed” many of the
members of their lands; they probably showed discrimination against Christians in hiring
their labor; and they (at least the high-priestly clans) were the instigators of attempts to
suppress the church (which was probably viewed as a revolutionary movement). On the
other hand, if a wealthy person entered the church or was a member, there would be
every reason to court him. His money was seen as a means of survival. Certainly one
should not offend him.
Given the external situation, one would also expect internal effects. The generosity of the
30s and 40s had worn off. The church is now routine. Under financial pressure people
tend to hold orthodox belief, but also to grasp tightly to whatever money they have.
Naturally this orientation would mean a proliferation of schemes to gain more financial
34
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security, i.e. a love for the world in James’s view. The class warfare outside the church
led to the struggles between the Zealots and the pro-Roman parties. Within the church it
would lead to complaining, bitterness, and party struggles, along with the temptation to
join the Zealots. After all, Zealots were for the poor, as their incineration of the debt
records shows. James fits such a setting.36
Davids’s theory serves as one example of a possible setting for James, but it also requires him to
see James the Just as the author of the original material, with someone else either assisting with
or responsible for the final form at a later date.37 In the end, it is difficult to posit any situation
with significant certainty. Thus, McKnight writes that it is “reasonable to think the letter was sent
from Jerusalem to a number of churches/synagogues of messianic Jews in the Diaspora and that
nay more specific setting outstrips the evidence.”38
Date
James the brother of Jesus (James the Just) was martyred in AD 62, so if he is the author it must
have been written before this date. “Some scholars think that the letter was probably written very
close to this date. They note the many similarities between James and 1 Peter, and think that the
problem of worldliness that surfaces repeatedly in the letter reflects a ‘settled’ situation in the
churches. But the letter contains parallels with many Jewish and Christian books, dated all the
way from 100 B.C. to A.D. 150. As we noted earlier, these parallels usually involve traditional
teaching that was common stock among early Christians. The parallels with 1 Peter are all of this
nature. Nor is it clear that the Christians to whom James writes have been settled in their faith for
a long time. None of the problems that arise in the letter is unusual among fairly young
Christians. Temptations to compromise one’s faith with the world afflict the believer almost
immediately after conversion; and this is especially true when the convert has been taken out of
his or her original nurturing context, as the readers of this letter had been.”39
Because James shows no awareness of the apostolic council of Acts 15 (AD 48 or 49) nor the
general conflict over law-keeping for Gentiles, many date it before this time. The ESV Study
Bible makes the following comment: “If this had been written after the apostolic council in
Jerusalem (A.D. 48–49), it surely would have mentioned the issues from that momentous
occasion. Thus the letter was most likely written in the early to mid-40s.” McKnight dates it in

36

Ibid., 33-34.

37

Ibid., 13. See Martin, James, lxi-lxxvii for a similar approach.

38

McKnight, James, 38.

39

Moo, James, 25.

!

15

the 50s,40 and Davids in the late 40s and early 50s (though he believes the final form came later
—see p. 11 above). 41
James and Paul
James’s relationship to Paul and his teaching has been much-debated. “On the meaning and
significance of faith, James and Paul appear to be in complete agreement. . . . On another point,
however, resolution between James and Paul does not seem so easy. Paul insists that a person is
‘justified by faith apart from works of the law’ (Rom. 3:28, lit. trans.), while James contends that
a person ‘is justified by works and not by faith alone’ (2:24, lit. trans.). They agree in making
faith fundamental to justification, but they disagree on the place of ‘works.’ To be sure, Paul
speaks of ‘works of the law’ and James simply of ‘works.’ But, at bottom, they mean the same
thing; and so harmonization of the two perspectives cannot be based on this distinction.”42
One solution would be to read the different authors on their own without comparing. “Taken as a
series of relatively independent historical attestations of the development of early Christianity,
the NT letters can—indeed, must—be interpreted without reference to one another. Indeed, so
resolutely opposed to any ‘dogmatic’ interpretation of the Bible are some interpreters that they
dismiss the kind of application of larger conceptual categories to various documents from the
same movement that is typical in the study of other religions. Scholars who adopt this approach
often push James and Paul to extremes in their views of soteriology. They conclude that Paul and
James present contradictory viewpoints on this matter and that the NT does not therefore teach a
single, unified viewpoint on salvation.”43
However, this will not do for those who believe the NT to be a unified revelation from God that
teaches a consistent message about salvation through Jesus Christ. Moo suggests the solution is
to read “James’s teaching about ‘works’ in light of Paul’s teaching that Christian works are
themselves the product of God’s work of grace through the indwelling Holy Spirit. What appears
on the surface to be synergism in James can, without contradiction with anything James says, be
read in light of the monergism of Paul. While not explicitly taught by James, a monergistic
interpretation fits well into the emphasis in chap. 2 on true faith. James, it will be remembered, is
not arguing that a Christian must ‘add’ works to faith; he insists that true saving faith will
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‘work.’ It is but a short step from this insight to attributing the motive power of faith to the work
of God.”44
On the use of the word dikaioō, “justify,” Davids explains that “Paul uses this term in his own
special way as a forensic term, ‘declare to be just’ or ‘declare not guilty.’ James’s usage . . . is
like its normal use in the LXX, ‘show to be righteous.’ The person who is righteous shows the
fact by his works of righteousness. Because of this great difference in meaning the two writers
focus on different incidents in Abraham’s life, Paul on Gn. 15:6, an initial experience where
Abraham believes and is justified, and James on the initial event of the testing of Abraham,
where the salvation of Isaac showed for Jewish tradition that Abraham had been righteous. That
both use Abraham is hardly unusual—various parts of the Abraham tradition were frequently
cited in Christian literature.”45
Is it possible that James is reacting directly to Paul in his statements on justification? The
language is so similar that it does seem possible, but, as Davids contends, it is a “Paulinism so
garbled and misunderstood that every term is redefined and no trace of a conflict over Jewish
cultic rites remains. James exists blithely unaware that the issue was circumcision. Such a
misunderstanding of Paul could as easily be early (during Paul’s period in Antioch and Tarsus) as
late. But the differences between the two in terminology do not require such a hypothesis of
misunderstanding. At the least the two agree in substance if not in terminology.”46 Another
scholar argues against seeing James as responding to Paul directly:
It is, however, unlikely that James was familiar with Paul’s argument as Paul himself
presented it, for he ignores a number of important points. (a) Paul talks specifically about
works done in obedience to and fulfilment of the Jewish law, while James makes no such
reference to the law, but thinks of works of charity in general. (b) Paul attacks such works
when done with a view to gaining justification from God, which he deems to be
impossible; James commends works as part of the response of faith in God. (c) Although
both appeal to the example of Abraham and the statement of his justification in Gen 15:6,
Paul relates Abraham’s justifying faith to his acceptance of the promises of Gen 15:5;
James relates it to Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son in Genesis 22, thus missing
Paul’s carefully made point that Abraham’s justification preceded, and had nothing to do
with, his circumcision and implicit acceptance of the law in Gen 17:9-27 (Rom 4:10-11).
(d) James does not deal with Paul’s other major proof-text, Hab 2:4 (Rom 1:17; Gal
3:11); and conversely James’s other example, Rahab (2:25), is not derived from Paul. In
spite of the apparent similarity of their language, James does not seem to know what

44

Moo, James, 42

45

Davids, James, 51.

46

Ibid.

!

17

Paul’s argument was really about, and it is highly improbable that he had either read
Paul’s letters or heard Paul’s own exposition of his view.47
At the same time, those whom James addresses may have been appealing to Pauline authority:
“Whether [James] thinks that the position he is himself concerned to refute has Pauline authority
is another matter. . . . It is probable that those who thus appealed to ‘justification by faith’ as their
slogan did so on what they saw to be Paul’s authority, and that James knew this.”48
In the end, we must appreciate James and Paul on their own terms without driving too deep of a
wedge between them. “James is less theoretically oriented than, for instance, Paul. A practical
pastor, James, we might surmise, does not have the theological genius and broad theological
interests of Paul. In that sense, James is of course less ‘theological’ than Paul. Yet even Paul, at
certain points and for specific purposes, can write much like James does. Indeed, the closest
parallel to the style of James in the NT is found in Rom. 12:9-21, where Paul quickly touches on
key components of the ‘sincere love’ that believers are to exhibit. For the purposes he has at that
point, Paul does not need to allude directly to the great doctrines that are taught elsewhere in
Romans. This is the style that pervades all of James.”49
And, finally, James must not be underestimated by those with an affinity for Paul: “Those of us
in the Reformed, Lutheran, or evangelical traditions perhaps need to be warned that James may
have had a louder voice than Paul’s at times and that his letter is not a relic from that quaint era
before theologians got everything figured out. The famous episode of Paul, Peter, and the ‘men
from James’ in Galatians 2:11-14 illustrates our point. Even if the ‘James’ in the ‘men from
James’ reflects not an authentic message from that James but a borrowed, exaggerated authority
assumed by a factional group, one cannot dispute that for some there was a perception of
difference among the apostles James, Peter, and Paul with James exercising enough clout to push
Peter away from Paul. Still, within a generation or two James disappeared from influence for
many of the orthodox, and it is all too well known how mightily the Reformation struggled with
the theology of James. Only by digging back to the earliest days will we see clearly enough to
rescue James from behind the scenes of orthodoxy’s theological focal points and discover, as if
all over again, the inner vibrations of the earliest tellings of the Christian Story.”50
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Structure
The larger structure of James has vexed commentators over the years. One scholar explains the
history of the discussion:
For the greater part of the twentieth century scholarship was generally unified in its
approach to James as an essentially unstructured composition. This was due in large
measure to the persuasive arguments of Martin Dibelius, who asserted that the content of
the epistle consists of loosely connected pericopes with little, if any, integration and no
unifying train of thought (Dibelius 1976:2). His assertion seemed plausible in light of the
content of the letter. Certain sections of James exhibit an obvious, coherent theme (e.g.
2.1-13; 2.14-26; 3.1-12), but other portions are different. The opening chapter appears to
defy any particular structural arrangement in that it is composed of brief units or sayings
devoted to various topics (e.g. trials, 1.2-4; wisdom, 1.5-8; poverty and wealth, 1.9-11;
temptation, 1.13-15; God's good gifts, 1.17; obedience, 1.19-25; and the marks of
genuine religion, 1.26-27). Proverbial expressions throughout the letter appear isolated, at
times even intrusive, raising the question of their contextual function (e.g. 1.12; 1.19-20;
2.13; 3.18; 4.11-12; 5.9; and 5.12). The assumption was that the nature of the letter
demonstrates that sequential argument was never intended, therefore rendering any
attempt to trace the author's thought doubtful (Ropes 1916:2-451 ).
In recent years, however, an increased focus on the literary aspects of biblical texts has
invigorated interest in the composition and arrangement of James and has led modem
studies in a direction very different from the approach articulated by Dibelius. James is
now widely perceived as a document with some intentional ordering, but while
scholarship has moved in a direction of appreciation for the letter as a whole, there is no
consensus on the exact nature of James’s literary design. The discussion has centered on
the relationship of individual units and expressions to each other, to the composition as a
whole, and whether or not there is any progression, coherence or unifying theme that
takes into account the content and character of the letter. 52
Blomberg and Kamell break down the approaches to the overarching structure of James into four
broad camps: “First, championed particularly by Martin Dibelius in the mid-twentieth century in
the heyday of form criticism, James may have had no overarching outline in view. . . . Second,
James may have intended a broad topical or thematic structure. Catchwords that link the internal
segments of a passage in no way preclude an author from having a different kind of outline
overall. A majority of recent studies of James have opted for this approach. . . . A third approach
resembles more the recent phase of gospel redaction criticism. James, like the gospel writers, can
51
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be seen as a purposeful theologian, carefully weaving his smaller units together into larger
fabrics of thought and using his overall structure to prioritize his key themes. One of the bestknown examples of this approach comes from Peter Davids [see p. 11 above]. . . . A final group
of scholars tries to fit James’s letter into Greco-Roman rhetorical structures or modern discourse
analysis.”53
But even while there is disagreement on the overall structure of James, there is relative
agreement about the individual pericopes in the book:
Commentators have achieved a reasonable consensus that James is comprised of a dozen
or so passages of preachable length, with a few, shorter introductory, transitional, and/or
concluding sections. James 1:1 obviously forms the letter’s opening address and greeting.
Chapter 1:2-11 (or 12) comprises the thematic foundation of the letter, introducing topics
that will recur throughout: a Christian response to trials, the source of true wisdom, and a
right attitude to poverty and riches. Most scholars acknowledge that 1:2-11 subdivides
into three shorter paragraphs (vv. 2-4, 5-8 and 9-11) on these three topics. Some see v. 12
as rounding out the pericope, while others see it as introducing the next one. Less
unanimity surrounds the subdivision of 1:12 (or 13)-27, but a wide swath of scholars
would accept a major break at v. 18, viewing vv. 12-18 as pursuing the theme of trials and
temptations, and vv. 19-27 as stressing the need to “do” as well as “hear” God’s word.
Chapter 2 divides clearly into vv. 1-13 and 14-26 (though some would set off vv. 12-13 as
a separate, transitional paragraph). The first half of the chapter warns against
discriminating against the poor in favor of the rich, while the second generalizes from the
need for believers to exhibit works of mercy to the necessity of good works in general as
the demonstration of true, saving faith.
Chapter 3 elicits almost no disagreement over its major subdivisions: vv. 1-12 wax
eloquent on the power of the tongue for both good and evil, while vv. 13-18 contrast
“wisdom from above” with that which stems from the world, the flesh, and the devil.
Chapter 4 likewise divides into two units of disproportionate size, with vv. 1-12 united by
warnings against verbal quarrels and in-fighting among people in James’s audience, and
vv. 13-17 rebuking those who boast in their planning and fail to declare their humble
dependence on God’s sovereign will. Not all commentators keep all of 4:1-12 together;
vv. 11-12 could again form a short transition between sections or introduce vv. 13-17.
Some link 4:1-3 or 4:1-10 (or 12) more closely with 3:13-18 than with 4:13-17, but the
basic units of James’s material still remain visible.
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James 5 raises the most questions among those who analyze this letter’s structure. Does
5:1-6 end the body of the letter, tying back in with 4:13-17 as James discusses in turn the
merchants in his community and the wealthy (probably non-Christian) landlords
oppressing his readers? Does 5:1-11 belong together as problem (vv. 1-6) and solution
(vv. 7-11)? Is v. 12 an isolated piece of wisdom or does it conclude 5:1-11 or introduce
5:13-20? Can vv. 19-20 be understood as a letter closing or does James simply break off
his epistle without any proper ending? Notwithstanding all these questions, there is little
dispute that vv. 1-6, 7-11, 12, 13-18, and 19-20 form the building blocks of chapter 5; the
only debate surrounds how, if at all, to group them together.54
Though there are many different approaches to the larger structure of James, Blomberg and
Kamell argue that the “various points of partial agreement among a significant number of
scholars persuade us that we can still make progress.”55 They offer the following outline (with
additional outlines from other commentators below it):
I. Greetings (1:1)
II.Statement of Three Key Themes (1:2-11)
A. Trials in the Christian Life (1:2-4)
B. Wisdom (1:5-8)
C. Riches and Poverty (1:9-11)
III.Restatement of the Three Themes (1:12-27)
A. Trials/Temptations in Relation to God (1:12-18)
B. Wisdom in the Areas of Speech and Obedience (1:19-26)
C. The “Have-Nots” and the Responsibility of the “Haves”: The Thesis of the Letter
(1:27)
IV.The Three Themes Expanded (2:1-5:18)
A. Riches and Poverty (2:1-26)
1. Favoritism Condemned (2:1-13)
2. The Problem of Faith without Works (2:14-26)
B. Wisdom and Speech (3:1-4:12)
1. The Power of the Tongue (3:1-12)
2. Wisdom from Above and Wisdom from Below (3:13-18)
3. The Misuse of Speech in Quarrels and Slander (4:1-12)
C. Trials and Temptations (4:13-5:18)
1. Planning apart from God’s Will (4:13-17)
2. Responding to Oppression (5:1-12)
3. Anointing Prayer for Serious Illness (5:13-18)
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V.Closing (5:19-20)56
Peter Davids (NIGTC):
I. Epistolary Introduction—1:1
II.Opening Statement 1:2-27
A. First segment: testing, wisdom, wealth 1:2-11
a. Testing produces joy 1:2-4
b. Wisdom comes through prayer 1:5-8
c. Poverty excels wealth 1:9-11
B. Second segment: testing, speech, generosity 1:12-27
a. Testing produces blessedness 1:12-18
b. Pure speech contains no anger 1:19-21
c. Obedience requires generosity 1:22-25
d. Summary and transition 1:26-27
III.The Excellence of Poverty and Generosity 2:1-26
1. No partiality is allowable 2:1-13
a. Illustration: judicial assembly 2:1-4
b. Rational argument 2:5-7
c. Biblical argument 2:8-12
d. Call to obedience (transition) 2:13
2. Generosity is necessary 2:14-26
a. Illustration: poor Christian 2:14-17
b. Rational argument 2:18-20
c. Biblical argument (two-part): Abraham; Rahab 2:21-26
IV.The Demand for Pure Speech 3:1-4:12
1. Pure speech has no anger 3:1-12
a. Warning against self-exaltation 3:1-2a
b. Warning about the power of the tongue 3:2b-5a
c. Warning about the doubleness in the tongue 3:5b-12
2. Pure speech comes from wisdom 3:13-18
3. Pure prayer is without anger/in trust 4:1-10(12)
a. Prayer with anger and desire 4:1-3
b. Condemnation of compromise 4:4-6
c. Call to repentance 4:7-10
4. Pure speech is uncondemning 4:11-12
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V.Testing through wealth 4:13-5:6
1. The test of wealth 4:13-17
2. The test by the wealthy 5:1-6
VI.Closing Statement 5:7-20
1. Endurance in the test 5:7-11
2. Rejection of oaths 5:12
3. Helping one another through prayer/forgiveness 5:13-18 (health)
4. Closing encouragement 5:19-2057
David Nystrom (NIVAC):
Address and Greeting (1:1)
I. Building Christian Maturity (1:2-1:27)
A. Trials and Temptations (1:2-11)
B. The Evil Desire (1:12-18)
C. True Religion is Compassion in Action (1:19-27)
II. Building a Healthy Community (2:1-5:18)
A. The Effects of Sickness (2:1-26)
1. Sin of Favoritism (2:1-13)
2. Faith and Deeds (2:14-26)
B. The Source of Sickness (3:1-18)
1. Teachers and Tongues (3:1-12)
2. True and False Wisdom (3:13-18)
C. Symptoms and Antidote (4:1-5:18)
1. Friendship with the World (4:1-10)
2. Slander and the Desire for Money (4:11-17)
3. The Corrosive Power of Wealth (5:1-6)
4. Patience in the Face of Suffering (5:7-11)
5. The Prayer of Faith (5:12-18)
Conclusion: The Forgiveness of God (5:19-20)58
Douglas Moo (PNTC):
I. ADDRESS AND GREETING (1:1)
II.THE PURSUIT OF SPIRITUAL WHOLENESS: THE OPPORTUNITY AFFORDED
BY TRIALS (1:2-18)
A. Enduring Trials Brings Spiritual Maturity (1:2-4)
B. Wholeness Requires Wisdom, Which God Gives to All Who Ask in Faith (1:5-8)
57
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C. Both Poor and Rich Christians Need to View Themselves as God Does (1:9-11)
D. God Rewards the Person Who Endures Trials (1:12)
E. While God Tests His People, He Never Tempts Them to Sin (1:13-18)
III.THE EVIDENCE OF SPIRITUAL WHOLENESS: OBEDIENCE TO THE WORD
(1:19-2:26)
A. Hasty Speech and Anger Do Not Please God (1:19-20)
B. Obedience to the Word Is the Mark of Genuine Christianity (1:21-27)
C. Discrimination against the Poor Violates Kingdom Law (2:1-13)
6. Discrimination in the Community Is Wrong (2:1-7)
7. Discrimination Is Wrong Because It Violates the Kingdom Law of Love
(2:8-13)
D. Saving Faith Reveals Itself in Works (2:14-26)
IV.THE COMMUNITY DIMENSION OF SPIRITUAL WHOLENESS: PURE SPEECH
AND PEACE, PART 1 (3:1-4:3)
A. Control of the Tongue Manifests the Transformed Heart (3:1-12)
B. True Wisdom Brings Peace (3:13-4:3)
V.A SUMMONS TO SPIRITUAL WHOLENESS (4:4-10)
VI.THE COMMUNITY DIMENSION OF SPIRITUAL WHOLENESS: PURE SPEECH
AND PEACE, PART 2 (4:11-12)
A. Critical Speech Is a Presumptuous Violation of the Law (4:11-12)
VII.THE WORLDVIEW OF SPIRITUAL WHOLENESS: UNDERSTANDING TIME
AND ETERNITY (4:13-5:11)
A. Arrogant Planning Ignores God’s Providence (4:13-17)
B. Misusing Wealth and Power Brings God’s Judgment (5:1-6)
C. Patiently Enduring Trials Earns God’s Reward (5:7-11)
VIII.CONCLUDING EXHORTATIONS (5:12-20)
A. Avoid Oaths (5:12)
B. Prayer and Healing (5:13-18)
C. A Concluding Summons to Action (5:19-20)59
ESV Study Bible:
1. Greeting (1:1)
2. The Testing of Faith (1:2–18)
a. Joy in trials (1:2–4)
b. Wisdom from God for trials (1:5–8)
c. The place of rich and poor before God (1:9–11)
d. Reward for those who endure (1:12)
e. The process of temptation (1:13–18)
3. Hearing and Doing the Word (1:19–27)
59
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4.

5.

6.

7.

8.
9.

a. Hearers of the word (1:19–21)
b. Doers of the word (1:22–25)
c. True, practical religion (1:26–27)
The Sin of Partiality (2:1–13)
a. Preferring the wealthy over the poor in the assembly (2:1–7)
b. The royal law of love (2:8–11)
c. Acting in light of judgment (2:12–13)
Faith without Works Is Dead (2:14–26)
a. Faith without works (2:14–17)
b. Response of a critic (2:18–20)
c. Examples of Abraham and Rahab (2:21–26)
The Sin of Dissension in the Community (3:1–4:12)
a. Taming the tongue (3:1–12)
b. The solution: wisdom from above (3:13–18)
c. Warning against worldliness (4:1–12)
The Sins of the Wealthy (4:13–5:12)
a. Boasting about tomorrow (4:13–17)
b. Warning to the rich (5:1–6)
c. Patience in suffering (5:7–12)
The Prayer of Faith (5:13–18)
Concluding Admonition (5:19–20)

James’s Physical Relationship to Jesus
In the history of the church, a “point of great controversy concerning James ‘the brother of the
Lord’ is his exact physical relationship to Jesus. As asceticism became a more dominant impulse
in the church over the centuries, the view that Mary remained perpetually a virgin became ever
more influential. The NT references to James as ‘the brother’ of Jesus accordingly became
controversial. Jerome argued that ‘brother’ (Gk. adelphos) in these texts means ‘cousin.’ This
view, usually called the “Hieronymian” (after a church father by that name), became very
popular in Roman Catholic circles. A major difficulty for this interpretation, however, is the
entire absence of evidence from the NT that the Greek word adelphos could mean ‘cousin.’ The
use of this word requires that James and Jesus share at least one blood parent. The ‘Epiphanian’
view holds that James was an older brother of Jesus, born to Joseph and a wife before Mary.
Finally, the advocates of the ‘Helvidian’ view insist that James was born to Joseph and Mary
after Jesus. The close association between Mary and the brothers of Jesus implied in the NT
(e.g., Mark 3:32; 6:3) might favor the Helvidian interpretation. Richard Bauckham, on the other
hand, the latest scholar to investigate this matter, declines to decide between the Epiphanian and
Helvidian views, inclining slightly perhaps to the Epiphanian.60
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James and Acceptance by the Church
The acceptance of James by the early church was not as smooth and decided as several other NT
writings. Moo explains, “The Letter of James is not addressed to a single church but to ‘the
twelve tribes scattered among the nations’ (1:1). This general address led early Christians to
categorize James, along with the similarly vaguely addressed 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2, and 3 John, and
Jude, as a ‘general’ or ‘catholic’ (in the sense of ‘universal’) letter. Perhaps because the letters
did not find a home in any single church, each of them had something of a struggle to find
general acceptance as canonical books. James was not finally recognized by both the eastern and
western parts of the church until the fourth century.”61
However, it “was, of course, known and used by many Christians long before then. The letter is
first mentioned by name early in the third century. But ancient Christians were in the habit of
quoting from books and using their content without naming them. So determining how early
James was used in the early church depends on identifying places in early Christian literature
where the teaching of James is cited or referred to. But such an identification is not always easy
since much of what James teaches is traditional. . . . [L. T. Johnson] thinks a good case can be
made that two Christian books from the late first and early second century depend on James: 1
Clement, a letter written in Rome about A.D. 95, and The Shepherd of Hermas, a series of
homilies from the early or middle second century.”62
McKnight provides a brief overview of the evidence on the acceptance of James by the early
church:
Irenaeus quotes James 2:23 in Against Heresies (4.16.2) about 180 AD. Origen called
James “Scripture,” but this is sometime after 200 AD. The letter is not found in the
Muratorian Canon, the African Canon, or the Syriac Canon. But Athanasius lists it in his
famous Easter letter of 367 AD. Pelagius used the letter, demonstrating that it was
authoritative in Rome prior to 405. Jerome seems to have paved the way for the letter’s
acceptance in the West, where Augustine found it palatable and where its acceptance at
the Council of Hippo (393) led to its inclusion at the third and fourth Councils of
Carthage (397, 419). Eusebius, one century later than Origen, assigns James to the
antilegomena—books against which there is some charge and which are therefore
disputed as to status. But he accepts it as Scripture and cites it, appealing to its authority
on the basis of its catholicity. Jerome is uncertain and at one point speaks of the letter’s
possible pseudonymity: “James wrote a single epistle and some claim that it was
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published by another under his name.” And yet there are traces of James in early
Christian literature.63
What are we to make of the slowness to accept James in the church over the years? Moo
evaluates this question, writing that “some scholars think that the uncertainties expressed by
some early Christians about James should raise doubts in our minds about the authenticity or
authority of the letter for the church. But two factors suggest that this conclusion is unwarranted.
First, the evidence we possess suggests that James was not so much rejected as neglected. While
evidence for the use and authoritative status of James is not as early or widespread as we might
wish, very few early Christians, knowing the letter, dismissed it. Second, the neglect that James
experienced can be readily explained. Early Christians tended to accord special prominence to
books written by apostles; and James was such a common name that many probably wondered
whether the letter had an apostolic origin or not. Moreover, James is filled with rather traditional
and quite practical admonitions: it is not the kind of book that would figure prominently in early
Christian theological debates. At the same time some early Jewish-Christian groups
misrepresented some of the teaching of James in support of their own heretical agendas.
Knowledge of this use of James among orthodox theologians may well have led them to look
askance at James. Finally, the destination of the letter may also account for its relative neglect.
The letter was probably written to Jewish Christians living in Palestine and Syria. These
churches, partly as the result of the disastrous revolts against Rome in 66-70 and 132-35,
disappeared at an early date; and letters written to them may similarly have disappeared for a
time.”64
Additionally, McKnight reminds us that “canon consciousness arose over time and that later
criteria for inclusion in the canon or for canon-like function and status should not be imposed—
as also even with the demand for explicit citation as indication of canonical status—on the
earliest period. The doubts about James revolved around four issues: the lack of clarity regarding
its provenance, its possible non-apostolic authorship, its addressees, and the nature of its
theology. But the doubts appear to be more related to the surging emphasis of Protestant
theological concerns and the framing of church teachings according to Paul’s theology than to
anything else. In other words, this very Jewish letter and its practical, if not also commonplace,
teachings were of little use to the concerns with christology and trinity that began to develop in
the second century. Nor was the letter of much use for battling Gnosticism. Finally, its
Jewishness did not appeal to either Eastern or Western theologians. Tardiness in
acknowledgement and doubts about its authorship can be explained adequately by the lack of the
letter’s usefulness on a number of fronts. At any rate, the rather clear evidence of tardy
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acknowledgment insufficiently sustains an argument against the brother of Jesus as its author.”65
It is also insufficient for doubting the book’s place in the NT canon.
On the doubts raised about James during the Reformation, Moo provides the following summary
and explanation:
The humanist scholar Erasmus raised doubts about the letter’s apostolic origin,
questioning whether a brother of Jesus could have written a letter composed in such good
Greek. Luther also doubted the apostolic status of the letter, but his criticism of James
went much further. His objections to James were primarily theological. Luther’s quest for
peace with God ended with his discovery of Paul’s teaching about justification by faith
alone. Justification by faith became for him and his followers, as later Lutheran
theologians put it, “the doctrine on which the church stands or falls.” It was because
Luther gave to justification by faith central importance in defining NT theology that he
had difficulties with letters like James that were silent about, or even appeared to be
critical of, this doctrine. Hence Luther claimed that James “mangles the Scriptures and
thereby opposes Paul and all Scripture” [Luther’s Works 35:397]. James was “an epistle
of straw” [Luther’s Works 35:362], to be relegated to the end of the NT, along with Jude,
Hebrews, and Revelation. Clearly, then, Luther had doubts about whether James should
be regarded with the same respect and authority as the more “central” NT documents. But
we should be careful not to overemphasize the strength of his critique. He did not exclude
James from the canon and quotes the letter rather frequently in his writings. A balanced
assessment of Luther’s view of James is summed up well by Luther himself: “I cannot
include him among the chief books, though I would not prevent anyone from including or
extolling him as he pleases, for there are otherwise many good sayings in him” [Luther’s
Works 35:397].
The other reformers did not share Luther’s negative view of James. Calvin, for instance,
while admitting that James “seems more sparing in proclaiming the grace of Christ than it
behooved an Apostle to be,” also rightly noted that “it is not surely required for all to
handle the same arguments.”66 He accepted the full apostolic authority of the letter and
argued that Paul’s and James’s perspectives on justification could be harmonized so as to
maintain the unity of Scripture. Calvin’s approach to James is standard among the
community of believers. And it is surely the right one. With a better appreciation of the
Jewish background against which James is writing and the benefit of distance from the
battles Luther was fighting, we can both value the distinctive message of James and see

65

McKnight, James, 30-31.

66

Here he cites John Calvin, Commentaries on the Catholic Epistles , trans. J. Owen (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1948), 277.

!

28

how that message can be harmonized with the message of Paul. James has his own
contribution to make to our understanding of Christian theology and practice. 67
Sermons on the Book of James
John Piper
http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-library/sermons/by-scripture/james
Tim Keller
http://sermons.redeemer.com/store/index.cfm?
fuseaction=category.display&category_ID=6&Name=&monthrecorded=&yearrecorded=
&scripture=james&speaker=23&messagetype=&SKUsearch=&sort=DateNew&CFID=1
863332&CFToken=27721412
John MacArthur
http://www.gty.org/resources/sermons/scripture/james
Alistair Begg
http://www.truthforlife.org/resources/?scripture=James
Chuck Smith
http://www.twft.com/?page=C2000
D. A. Carson
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2yfh07GtFpQ
Douglas Moo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dIWK_noTKOQ
Tullian Tchividjian
http://www.crpc.org/media/series/james:-the-gospel-of-works
Themes
It has been claimed that James lacks theology. But the “validity of that claim depends entirely on
what one means by ‘theology.’ To be sure, James says little about many basic Christian doctrines.
The person and work of Christ, the ministry of the Holy Spirit, the theological significance of the
church, the fulfillment of the OT in Christ—none is mentioned in James. But this kind of
argument from silence . . . does not carry much weight. James, like all the other letters of the NT,
is occasional, written in a specific situation and addressing specific problems. Failure to mention
67
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even some basic Christian doctrines is therefore not only not surprising but expected—and
paralleled by other NT letters. James, we have suggested, is writing to rebuke and exhort former
parishioners about certain specific problems in their Christian practice. He knows that they are
acquainted with the basic doctrines of the church and does not need to go over them again. . . .
While Jesus’ person and work might be generally absent, his teaching is not. No NT document is
more influenced by the teaching of Jesus than James.”68
Therefore, we must not “minimize the contributions that James does make to certain specific
topics of Christian theology. In addition to the obvious importance of his teaching about faith and
works in their relationship to the believer’s final salvation, James also contributes significantly to
our understanding of God, temptation, prayer, the law, wisdom, and eschatology. To be sure, all
these arise in a practical context. But it will be a sad day for the church when such ‘practical
divinity’ is not considered ‘theology.’”69
McKnight observes that the “most significant theological posture of James is that he thinks his
audience should not only listen to him but do what he says. . . . James’s audience should listen to
him because he is ‘a servant of God’ and a servant ‘of the Lord Jesus Christ’ (1:1). This posture
is one of authority derived from Jesus, not of sentimental equality or servanthood. By calling
himself a ‘servant’ James align himself with Israel’s noble heritage of the servants of God, most
notably Moses, David, and the prophets. The entailments are many, not the least of which is that
James has authority as a distinguished leader in the community that believes Jesus is the
Messiah. Everything that James says flows from this (Christian) source. The theological themes
of James are formed in this messianic, Jewish context of a man who has been called by God to be
a leader of the messianic community.”70 Below is a compilation of the themes found in the book
taken from a few different scholars on James.
God
James begins by designating himself a “servant of God.” Though James is not as strictly
theological as other NT works, it is still a fundamental element in the book. James’s theology is
“ordinary, Jewish, and Christian.”71 Thus, belief “in Yahweh is a fundamental presupposition for
James.”72 While God is “not as central or direct a focus for doctrinal reflection in this letter,”
James “teaches us that God dispenses wisdom (1:5) and reward (1:12). He cannot do evil but
only good (1:13-18). He chooses those who turn to him as their only hope (2:5). He is one, both
in his existence as the only true God and in his unwavering constancy (2:19). God is Creator and
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Redeemer (1:17-18), Lawgiver and Judge (4:12), compassionate and merciful (5:11). His
righteousness requires us to be righteous (1:20), but this can be accomplished only by faith
(2:23). He embraces those who humble themselves before him while he resists the proud (4:4-8).
He may be viewed as a benefactor (one who gives freely and graciously) but not as a patron
(requiring reciprocity). He is Father (3:9), not in any authoritarian sense but as a nurturer of
widows and orphans, a caregiver to the most dispossessed (1:27).”73
So if “we define ‘theology’ in its strictest sense—the doctrine of God—then theology is very
important in James. For he frequently grounds his exhortation about appropriate Christian
conduct in the nature of God. . . . Three characteristics of God are especially important in James:
his oneness, his jealousy, and his grace.”74 Though James’s theology is typical of Jewish and
Christian tradition, he “does something that ought to startle any who have concluded that James
is early: there is confusion in this letter at times whether he is speaking of the Father or Jesus
when he uses the word ‘Lord.’ Some texts are quite clear. James already calls God ‘Father’ (1:17,
27; 3:9) and sometimes he refers to the Father when he uses the word ‘Lord’ (1:17; 3:9; 4:10, 15;
5:4). But other times he uses ‘Lord’ for Jesus Christ (2:1). Most noteworthy are ambiguous uses
of this term (5:7-8, 10-11, 14, 15). One can make a case for these either way, but that is not the
point. Rather, we need to observe that use of ‘Lord’ is no longer a single, traditional referent to
YHWH. James’s christology is not what it will be with Paul, Hebrews, John, or Peter, but it is in
the chrysalis awaiting re-formation.”75
Suffering and Testing
Moving beyond theology proper, the “first major theme encountered in the Epistle of James is
that of suffering or testing, [peirasmos]. One cannot miss it in the opening verses or in 1:12ff.,
but it is quite possible to forget its presence from then on. Yet the theme does not disappear, but
in fact underlies much of the rest of the epistle. It is connected to the eschatological waiting of
5:7 (and likewise the need to return the erring one in 5:19-20); it is taken up in the transition
verse of 4:17; it underlies the defection of 4:1-10; and it is behind the two parts of chap. 2. Thus
the problem of testing forms the thread which ties the epistle together, although like the thread in
any necklace, the pattern of the specific ornaments is more often seen than the thread itself.”76
There are three things to consider further with regard to testing in James. “First, one of the
pressures upon the group is economic. It is no accident that Abraham and Job, heavily tested
individuals known in popular tradition for their approved character and great charity, are both
cited. Desire will lead some to compromise and seek financial security in the world. True faith
will remain charitable whatever the pressure. Second, it is the evil impulse [ēdonē] which is also
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the source of internal community strife (4:1ff.), for the internal strife is the product of the desire
to have. Here the compromise with the world is far clearer, and it is denounced in absolutely
explosive terms. Third, the external tempter is not forgotten by James. In chap. 1 the tempter
does not appear, but in 3:15 he is first seen as the source of the ‘wisdom’ which is dividing the
community. Then in 4:7 those led astray by the evil impulse are told to resist the devil. Clearly
James does not stress this dualism for pastoral purposes, but just as clearly he recognizes the
power of spiritual-demonic evil behind the internal evil in the person. James shares the
ambiguity of Qumran and Paul in recognizing the propensity to evil within the person while
acknowledging the suprapersonal forces of evil in the world. He shares with late Judaism the
desire not to attribute the testing situation to God, while at the same time he refrains from
directly involving Satan because of his interest in calling people to repentance and responsibility.
Yet the presence of the devil is not entirely masked.”77
Wealth and Poverty
This is one of the most central themes of the letter and is mentioned by virtually every
commentator. In this regard, James stands firmly within the OT and Jewish tradition. Moo
highlights three elements of this tradition:
First, God has a particular concern for the poor, the downtrodden, the outcasts. God is ‘A
father to the fatherless, a defender of widows’ (Ps. 68:5); ‘he defends the cause of the
fatherless and the widow, and loves the alien, giving him food and clothing’ (Deut.
10:18). So also James claims that ‘God has chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the
world to be rich in faith’ (2:5). Second, God’s people must imitate God by showing a
similar concern for the poor and disadvantaged. The Deuteronomy passage, quoted
above, continues, ‘And you are to love those who are aliens, for you yourselves were
aliens in Egypt’ (v. 19). The prophets regularly denounce Israel for failing to obey this
aspect of God’s law (see, e.g., Amos 2:6-7). James likewise makes the care of orphans
and widows one of the key elements of pure and faultless religion (1:27).
A third strand in the OT tradition, particularly visible in the Psalms, is the association of
the ‘poor’ (’ani) with the righteous (see, e.g., Psalm 10; 37:8-17; 72:2, 4; Isa. 29:19). The
poor person, helpless and afflicted by the wealthy and powerful, calls out to God for
deliverance. God, in turn, promises to rescue the poor from his or her distress and to
judge the wicked oppressor. In these texts, and others like them, the OT writers appear to
merge the economic category ‘poor’ with the spiritual category ‘righteous.’ And, as the
flip side, in a similar way the ‘rich’ are sometimes associated with the wicked. These
verses reflect a specific social-economic-theological context, in which the vast majority
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of the true people of God are poor and oppressed. James seems to have been written in
the same kind of context.78
At the same time, “despite some who have argued that for James one cannot be both rich and
Christian, we have seen that 1:9-11 and 2:1-4 are best understood as depicting rich Christians,
while 4:13-17 treats believers who are at least ‘middle-group’ if not more well-to-do. But it is
true in these texts that James strongly warns followers of Jesus not to trust in material resources
(4:13, 15-16), nor forget their transience (1:10-11; 4:14). We should not expect wealth to buy us
preferential treatment (2:2-3). Rather, we should use our surplus possessions to help the world’s
neediest (1:27a), especially impoverished fellow believers (2:14-17). If true Christians do
perform good works (2:18-26), then stewarding resources to maximize one’s ability to perform
acts of mercy takes center stage. It may well be true that it is impossible to be both rich and
Christian unless one is generous in giving from one’s riches.”79
Furthermore, for the “non-Christian rich, James has only scathing denunciation. Unless they
repent, those who hoard wealth, withhold fair wages from others, or live in luxury and selfindulgence will have only God’s wrath on Judgment Day to which to look forward (5:1-6). Given
James’s theology of works, when professing Christians too consistently act like these nonChristians, their salvation may be called into question (2:14). Some unbelievers, of course,
clearly distinguish themselves from Christians by persecuting and slandering them (2:6-7). On
the issue of the poor, James declares that God has chosen those who are poor by the standards of
the world (2:5). This includes but is not limited to material poverty (1:9). This is not salvation by
socioeconomic bracket, because the poor in question are ‘those who love him.’ But it does reflect
a reality apparent in the first-century and every era since that the poorer classes prove more open
to the gospel because they are less tempted to depend on themselves and their possessions to
meet all their needs. At the same time, some poor people are consumed with the desire to get rich
and, when they cannot obtain what they want, they fight and quarrel (4:1-2). Even short of this
outward show of the sins of their heart, they may harbor lusts and desires for gain that
demonstrate basic self-centeredness rather than commitment to Christ (4:3).”80
Finally, McKnight writes that “even if we cannot reconstruct the historical context with
confidence, the voice of James has some potent words about economic injustice and even public
policy, and it makes many of us feel uncomfortable in our comforts. That voice falls
uncomfortably silent among many who are empowered. But that same voice of James delights
the ears and transfigures the hopes of the unempowered.”81
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Wisdom
James has often been considered a NT wisdom document. While this may be “based more on the
letter’s proverbial style and general moral tone than on actual references to the concept of
‘wisdom,’”82 the concept is nevertheless important in James. A central idea is that wisdom is
from God. Nystra lists its characteristics, writing that true wisdom
!
!
!
!
!

is a good gift from heaven that has the capacity to render us truly the children of
God (1:17-18)
is the gift of God through prayer that assists the Christian during times of trial and
helps us understand why God allows adversity (1:5-8)
is the source of a variety of Christian virtues that God desires to develop in the
lives of believers (3:17)
serves as the pure counterpoint to the evil desire within us
is linked to peace and health within the community (3:17), and to discernment
with regard to healing (5:14-15).83

Furthermore, “in the Old Testament wisdom is closely linked to the work of the Holy Spirit.
Isaiah 11:2, for instance, says, ‘The Spirit of the LORD will rest on him—the Spirit of wisdom
and of understanding.’ The locus classicus of wisdom, is, perhaps, the book of Proverbs, in
which personified wisdom plays the roles normally assigned to the Spirit (Prov. 1:20-33; 8:1-36).
Wisdom theology is creation theology, and this explains James’s penchant for the themes of
God’s original intention (James 1:4; 2:7; 3:7).”84
Wisdom in James also “plays itself out particularly in action or ‘good conduct’ (3:13b). Jas 1:19
outlines the three main points of vv. 20-26: ‘quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger,’ but it
becomes clear that true listening means not hearing and forgetting but hearing that leads to
obedience (vv. 22-25). Godly wisdom may be summed up with the countercultural trait of
humility (3:13b; 4:6). It begins with purity and culminates in peace (3:17-18). Overall, wisdom
functions for James much like the Spirit does elsewhere, which may explain why there is no
unambiguous reference to the Holy Spirit in the book (4:5 is the disputed passage). The world
will make many competing claims to wisdom, but they will all distinguish themselves by being
ultimately self-centered and thus envious of others, and by denying Christian truth (3:14-16,
4:11). Instead of promoting peace, worldly wisdom only produces violence (4:1-2).”85
Closely connected to wisdom is the right use of speech. “Speech ethic represents ‘exhibit A’ of
godly wisdom, much like stewardship does for good works. If people could remain sinless in
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their speech, all other forms of self-control would follow (3:2). Teachers, who make their living
by their tongues, as it were, must exercise particular caution (3:1). Malicious speech can cause
grave damage (3:5b-8) and highlight hypocrisy (3:9-12). But lest all believers become afraid ever
to speak, James also stresses the tongue’s great power for good (3:3-5a). If we listen to others
carefully, think before we talk, and save our anger for rare occasions in which it is truly justified
(1:19), we will be wise indeed.”86
Prayer
In James, “the way to gain wisdom is prayer. There are in fact two and possibly three functions
of prayer in James: (1) to request wisdom (1:5); (2) to obtain healing (5:13-15); and possibly (3)
to seek material goods (4:2-3). The third must remain only possible, since the parallel between
1:5-8 and 4:1-3 suggests that while they are requesting material benefits, their materialism is
worldly and they might better be asking for the wisdom to resist the world than for the goods to
join it. Still, in the light of the words of Jesus on prayer (e.g. Mt. 6:5-15, 25-34; 7:7-12 par.) and
the thought of other NT writers, it is not unlikely that James believed prayer for material needs
was appropriate if the person was sincerely devoted to God and not motivated by the world and
desire. . . . James is very likely interacting with the gospel promises on prayer (e.g. Mt. 18:19-20;
21:22 par. Mk. 11:24; Jn. 14:13-14; 15:7; 16:23). The significant factor here is that these are
apparently unlimited promises. James’s action appears not to be a limiting of the promises (i.e.
what is possible) but an ‘exegesis’ of their implied conditions (i.e. to whom they apply). Thus he
points out that it is the person of wholehearted commitment to God, not the compromiser with
the world, to whom the promise applies. This is not the result of disillusionment with the results
of prayer, but an attempt to prevent those who would turn prayer into a magical ritual divorced
from the moral qualities of their life from continuing their practice or from abandoning prayer
altogether. For the author prayer ‘works,’ but he knows what it presupposes.”87
Law
In James we find a positive view of the law. At the same time, “his qualifiers suggest he is often
speaking of more than Mosaic legislation, of more even than the OT. In 2:9-11 he may be
thinking purely of the Hebrew Scriptures as he explains how breaking any individual law makes
one guilty before God, no matter how many others one may keep. For precisely this reason, it is
hard to envision ‘the (perfect) law of liberty’ (1:25; 2:12) or the ‘royal law’ (2:8) as referring to
the OT without remainder. Particularly because the command to love one’s neighbor in 2:8
appears in both the Torah and Jesus’ summary of the law, and because ‘royal’ could also mean
‘kingdom,’ we assume that the new covenant joins with the old—indeed is the grid through
which the old must be filtered—to create the sum total of God’s will for believers.”88
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James does not put forth any kind of theology of law like we find in some of Paul’s letters.
Rather, James’s references to the law “come in the context of exhortations about other issues.
Calling for Christians to be ‘doers of the word,’ James refers to ‘the perfect law that gives
freedom’ (1:25). He rebukes partiality in the church by labeling it a clear violation of the ‘royal
law,’ the demand that we love our neighbors as ourselves (2:8). In this same context, James goes
on to stress the unity of the law (2:10-11) and to warn believers that they will be judged ‘by the
law that gives freedom’ (2:12). Finally, James condemns slander because it reveals an underlying
criticism of the law itself (4:11).”89 At the same time, while “not providing for us anything like a
full theology of the law, these texts do suggest several conclusions about James’s understanding
of the law.”90 Moo goes on to expound upon these:
First, as we noted earlier, James reveals little concern about obedience of the ritual law.
Nothing this, scholars sometimes conclude that James of Jerusalem, famous in tradition
for his allegiance to torah and concern to keep good relationships with Judaism, could
never have written the letter we have before us. We noted in our response that (1) the
picture of the torah-fanatic James in the tradition is tendentious and false; and (2) absence
of concern for the ritual elements of the law in the letter does not mean the author was not
concerned about it. The problems his readers face demand that James focus on certain
key ethical issues. Naturally, therefore, it is to this element of the law that James makes
frequent appeal.
Second, several of the issues James takes up in the letter appear also in Leviticus 19. The
“love command,” of course, comes in v. 18 of that chapter (see Jas. 2:8). But the chapter
also rebukes false swearing (v. 12; cf. Jas. 5:12), the withholding of wages (v. 13; cf. Jas.
5:5), partiality (v. 15; cf. Jas. 2:1-7), and slander (v. 16; cf. Jas. 4:11-12). L. T. Johnson,
noting these parallels, suggests that James read at least this section of Leviticus 19 as a
summary of the basic intent of the law. 91 Though we cannot conclude that James would
restrict the “Christian” law to these ethical emphases from Leviticus 19, the chapter is
obviously of basic significance in the letter.
Third, at critical points James qualifies the law: it is “the perfect law of liberty” (1:25);
“the royal law” (2:8); “the law of liberty” (2:12; lit. trans.). Labeling the law “perfect”
was, as one might imagine, very common among Jews. And Jews could call the law
“royal” (e.g., Philo, Posterity and Exile of Cain 102). But the context in which James
uses these descriptions suggests that a distinctively Christian nuance is to be seen in the
language. The adjective “royal” in 2:8 (basilikos) must be seen in relationship to James’s
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reference to the “kingdom” (basileia) in 2:5). The love command cited in 2:8 is therefore
“royal” because it was proclaimed by Jesus the King, or perhaps because it is the chief
law of the kingdom he established. James’s reference to the law here is not, then, a
straightforward allusion to torah as understood by Jews but includes at least an element of
Christian interpretation of that law. An even clearer indication along these same lines
comes in James’s reference to “the perfect law of liberty” in 1:25. Both pagans
(especially the Stoics) and Jews could ascribe a liberating effect to law. But James uses
the phrase in a context where it replaces earlier use of the term “word” (1:22-23). This
“word” is said to be “planted in” believers (1:21) and is identified in 1:18 as “the word of
truth” through which Christians experience the miracle of the new birth. . . .
[Fourth, in James the law is] a continuing guide to Christian living. . . . James’s appeal to
the “love command” as the royal law forges a direct link with Jesus; and James, of
course, alludes to the teaching of Jesus throughout his letter. What this suggests is that
James does not explicitly separate the teaching of Jesus from the OT law because they
have for him become intertwined. As Wessel puts it, “‘law of freedom’ is a Palestinian
Jew’s way of describing the Christian standard of conduct found in the didache.”92 This
standard of conduct is still law because it continues into the new age of salvation the will
of God expressed in torah, but it is now a law “of liberty” because it comes to us from the
one whose “yoke is easy” and “burden is light” (Matt. 11:30).93
Faith and Works
The issue of faith and works appears in James, though it has created more of a stir for
interpreters than its lack of prominence in the letter would suggest. In James, it is a “subordinate
point that grows out of his concern for the poor and dispossessed (2:14-26; cf. 2:1-13). James is
not the ‘odd person out’ in the canon, teaching salvation by works, but rather he teaches the
demonstration by works of one’s salvation. Of course, the theme of good conduct permeates the
whole letter, but that is precisely what one expects in an epistle of this form—exhortation
flowing from proverbial-like wisdom. But the emphasis in James is that sheer monotheism alone
is inadequate (2:19). Faith is inseparable from action (2:18); indeed, it represents belief through
action, as with Abraham and Rahab in OT times (2:20-26). But this action, these deeds or works,
are not put forward in any attempt to merit God’s favor but as the natural, spiritual outgrowth of
one’s faith (2:18). And the works that formed part of what came to be called the ceremonial and
civil portions of the law never appear in James as incumbent on Christians. Instead, language
that once applied to issues of ritual purity repeatedly is transferred to matters of moral purity (see
esp. 1:27, 4:8 and 5:14).”94
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As already mentioned above, many have wrestled with whether James’s statements about
justification by works (2:21-25) contradict Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith alone.
However, “this is not fair to James. He has his own point to make; and it must be appreciated for
what it is and not shunted aside in a wrongheaded or hasty insistence on theological integration.
James condemns any form of Christianity that drifts into a sterile, actionless ‘orthodoxy.’ Faith,
not what we do, is fundamental in establishing a relationship with God. But faith, James insists,
must be given content. Genuine faith, he insists, always and inevitably produces evidence of its
existence in a life of righteous living. Biblical faith cannot exist apart from acts of obedience to
God. This is James’s overriding concern in the passage in question, as he makes clear repeatedly:
‘faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead’ (2:17); ‘faith without deeds is
useless’ (2:20); ‘faith without deeds is dead (2:26). As we have suggested, James makes such a
point of this because he has come to realize that some Christians, misunderstanding Paul’s
teaching, were taking an extremely narrow view of faith, confining it to verbal profession (v. 19).
Such ‘faith,’ James responds, is not really faith at all. It is an imposter, masquerading as true
biblical faith. Therefore, it can neither justify the sinner (2:24) nor save him at the judgment
(2:14) Because some scholars have given the wrong impression at just this point, we need to
stress that this sterile, word-only, ‘faith’ is not James’s own understanding of faith. He presents
faith as a firm, unswerving commitment to God and Christ (2:1) that is tested and refined in trials
(1:2, 4) and grasps hold of the promises of God in prayer (1:5-8; 5:14-18). James by no means
has a ‘sub-Christian’ or ‘sub-Pauline’ view of faith. In fact, on the meaning and significance of
faith, James and Paul appear to be in complete agreement. For Paul also, in the famous words of
Gal. 5:6, it is ‘faith working through love’ that secures the inheritance of God.”95
Christology
Much like his theology proper, James’s Christology is less pronounced and more assumed.96 “For
James Christ is ‘Judge’ (5:9), several times ‘Lord,’ and perhaps even king (cf. 2:8). His use of the
word ‘Lord’ is particularly striking.”97 Nystrom notes how James
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declares himself a ‘servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ’ (1:1)
offers the claim that the Lord gives (1:7)
describes ‘our’ Lord as ‘glorious’ (2:1)
notes that we praise our Lord and Father (3:9)
instructs that we should ‘humble’ ourselves before the Lord (4:10) and that we
should be concerned about the Lord’s will (4:15)
refers to ‘the Lord Almighty’ (5:4)
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says that the Lord will return (5:7) and that his coming is near (5:9)
reminds us that the prophets who ‘spoke in the name of the Lord’ are examples of
patience (5:10)
claims that the Lord uses adversity to purify us and balances this with the
contention that the Lord is full of compassion and mercy (5:11)
reminds us that we should pray in the name of the Lord (5:14)
finally, claims that the Lord will ‘raise’ up the sick person (5:15).98

It is clear from this list that “James uses kyrios (‘Lord’) both in contradistinction to ‘God’ and in
ways that seem to equate the two. His reference to the ‘Lord Almighty’ is in close juxtaposition
to the claim that the Lord will return (5:4, 7). The phrase ‘God Almighty’ (Heb. ’el šaddai) is a
common reference for God in the Old Testament. If ‘Lord Almighty’ in 5:4 refers to God and ‘the
Lord’s coming’ in 5:7 refers to the return of Christ (as it must), we have evidence of a high
Christology. Furthermore, James says that both God and ‘the Lord’ give (1:5, 7), and that
Christians are to come in humility to both God and to ‘the Lord’ (4:8, 10). In short James does
not offer a developed Christology, but his assumed Christology is one that freely equates the
resurrected Jesus as Lord with God the Father.”99
Thus, in James the “picture of Christ is that of (1) the leader of the church whose sayings still
provide guidance for it, (2) the exalted Lord in heaven in whose name the community is baptized
(2:7) and through whom healing is available, and (3) the coming Lord and judge, who will
execute the justice of God within the church and upon the earth, presumably setting up God’s
righteous kingdom as his anointed one. This picture is hardly a developed Christology, but it is a
Christology. It has all the usual ambivalence of the early church in that lines are not clearly
defined; what is attributed to God in one case may be a function of his Christ in another.”100
Eschatology
Although James has connections to other Jewish and Greek moral teaching, “what sets James’s
admonitions apart is the eschatological context in which they are placed.”101 While eschatology
“is not the burden of the book,” it is “the context of the book.”102 The future is clearly of great
significance for James. “He frequently warns believers about the coming judgment in order to
stimulate them to adopt the right attitudes and behavior (1:10-11; 2:12-13; 3:1; 5:1-6, 9, 12). And
he reminds them of the reward they can look forward to if they live pleasingly for the Lord (1:12;
2:5; 4:10; 5:20). In keeping with early Christianity generally, James insists that the day of
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judgment and reward is imminent: ‘the Lord’s coming is near’; ‘The Judge is standing at the
door!’ (5:8, 9). Some think that the early Christians held a view of imminence according to
which they were certain that Jesus would return within a few years or decades at the most. But
the language need not be taken so strictly. The sense of ‘nearness’ that James and the other early
Christians felt stemmed from two convictions: (1) now that the Messiah had come and the new
age had dawned, the end of history was the next event in the divine timetable; and (2) that
culmination of history could happen at any time. James, in other words, motivates his readers to
godly living not by insisting that the Lord would come at any moment but by reminding them
that he could. Though future eschatology is the dominant perspective in James, the present
eschatological nature of Christian existence is not ignored. . . . All told, James provides sufficient
indication that he holds to the typical NT pattern of ‘fulfillment without consummation’ that we
call ‘inaugurated eschatology.’ It is within the tension of this ‘already . . . not yet’ that we must
interpret and apply James’s ethical teaching.”103
Value of the Book
What is the enduring value of the book of James? As already mentioned, James has had a bit of a
checkered history in the church. “Many Christians have avoided this book in their studies or at
least given it short shrift. Martin Luther wondered if it belonged in the canon because he thought
it preached so little of Christ.104 Modern skeptics have repeatedly charged James with flatly
contradicting Paul on the relationship of faith and works. Liberationist theologians have argued
that Northern and Western scholars have ‘intercepted’ the letter, avoiding the full force of its
teaching on wealth and poverty. Prosperity gospel advocates have appealed to apparently ‘blank
check’ promises to promulgate their teachings of ‘name it and claim it.’ What should the
Christian preacher or teacher do with this first of the so-called catholic or general epistles or, as
one of our friends once dubbed them, ‘the forgotten books in the back of the New
Testament’?”105 The answer is to appreciate and cherish James on its own terms.
As Blomberg and Kamell summarize, “With this short letter, therefore, we have what is probably
the first NT document written and the first existing Christian writing of any kind of which we
know. James, the (half-)brother of the Lord Jesus and chief elder in Jerusalem during the first
generation of Christianity (or at least from about AD 44-62), is writing to a group of primarily
Jewish-Christian congregations, most likely in the mid-to-late forties, and probably somewhere
in or around Syria. We have no indication as to where James himself resided at this time, but
Jerusalem is obviously the best guess. James’s letter thus joins the early chapters of Acts as a
unique canonical witness, and the lone firsthand testimony, to very early Jewish Christianity. In
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short, these are our roots! . . . Faith in action, especially social action, remains central for this
author. Like the OT prophets and as with Jesus, James sees no tension between (and indeed weds
closely together) orthodoxy and orthopraxy—correct belief and correct behavior. A personal
relationship with Jesus and the quest for social justice do not create the competing
understandings of Christianity that church history has often made them appear. Both remain
absolutely essential to the gospel.”106
Timeline for James
Below is a timeline for James taken from the ESV Study Bible that assumes a date for the letter
between AD 40-45:
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JAMES #1 ( 1 : 1 )
Introduction
The first verse of the book of James may seem trivial—merely introductory material to skim
over—but this is not the case. “Many readers skip the opening verses of NT letters, treating them
as unimportant formal details. But this is a mistake. For the letter introductions usually contain
more than bare names. They also describe the writer and the recipients in ways that provide us
with important clues about the nature and purposes of the letter that follows. The introduction of
James is no exception.”107 Thus, the verse is worth examining in more detail.
Textual Notes
There are three central issues that arise in this verse. First, James is a letter.108 What kind of letter
is it? Second, the author is James.109 Who is this? Third, the letter is addressed “to the twelve
tribes in the Dispersion.” What is meant by this cryptic phrase? We consider each of these below.
James as Letter
First, this verse shows that James is writing a letter—“not a short story or theological treatise.
Knowing this, we are in a better position to evaluate what he writes. We will expect, for instance,
that James writes for a specific audience — the addressees of the letter — and that what he says
will be largely determined by their situation and needs. This being the case, we will not be
surprised if James moves rapidly from topic to topic as he takes up these various needs and
issues. Further, we will want to listen carefully to what James says in the hope of understanding
better what the needs and issues of the readers might be. We would not expect James to say much
about the readers’ situation, since this is information they all share. But we do not know these
circumstances, and the more we can learn about that situation the more accurately we can
interpret what James is saying to them. For it is only by accurately understanding what James
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says to these original readers that we will be able to apply his teaching to twenty-first-century
readers.”110
Other than the opening verse, “there is little in the remainder of the text to lead one to think of
James as a letter. Letters in the first-century Jewish and Christian worlds varied in substance
(Romans, 2 Corinthians, 1-2 Timothy) and style (Romans, 1 Thessalonians, Hebrews), so one
should not infer from James’s substance, which is largely hortatory, homiletical, and even
sapiential, to its form (letter). There was no prescribed format, especially in the cauldron of a
new movement like messianism, that one had to follow for one’s writing to be classified as a
‘letter’ or ‘epistle.’ Unlike the Pauline and Petrine epistolary form, which have both typical
salutations and some kind of introductory thanksgivings, James has only the salutation and from
that point on launches into his letter. We should perhaps be careful not to compare this letter to
the form of the Pauline and Petrine letter, since those apostolic letters and their substantive form
were probably only in the infancy of their own developments.”111 Scot McKnight continues,
offering helpful explanation on ancient letter writing: “Standard Hellenistic letters included the
writer and the addressee (A to B) as well as a greeting (‘greetings’), while the evidence that
survives suggests that Jewish letters modified the greeting by wishing ‘peace’ (shalom, erēnē)
and other blessings (berakot). 112 A typical Greek letter, dated to 29 August 58 CE, begins as
follows:
Chairas to his dearest Dionysios many greetings and continual good health.
From a Jewish letter, we read:
Thus speaks Baruch, the son of Neriah, to the brothers who were carried away in
captivity: Grace and peace be with you (2 Baruch 78:2 . . . ).”113
He goes on to say that “James’s letter conforms in part to reflections on the nature of letter
writing as seen now in Seneca’s Moral Epistles,” and he includes the following quote:
Now who talks carefully unless he also desires to talk affectedly? I prefer that my letters
should be just what my conversation would be if you and I were sitting in one another’s
company or taking walks together,—spontaneous and easy; for my letters have nothing
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strained or artificial about them. If it were possible, I should prefer to show, rather than
speak, my feelings.114
Thus, “this is the sort of letter James has composed: he is speaking, sometimes forthrightly and
prophetically and other times more didactically, as if he were in the recipients’ presence speaking
to them. The letter is not an abstract ‘epistle’ designed for posterity or intellectual reputation. It is
a gritty in-your-face pastoral letter zippered up at times with some heated rhetoric.”115
The Person of James
The Greek word translated “James” is Iakōbos. It “might easily have come down to English as
Jacob. But in Latin the alternate rendering Jacomus developed alongside Jacobus, so that a
number of modern European languages now have two male names from the same linguistic
root.”116 At any rate, there is every reason to believe this James was the apostle James, brother of
Jesus and key leader in the early church. McKnight writes,
That James emerges from the same family as Jesus is not without significance for him,
for his socio-religious background, and for the message of this letter. In particular, as will
become clear, the Magnificat of Mary has manifold parallels with both the teachings of
Jesus and the letter of James. Mary, Jesus, and James speak from the world of the
Anawim (the “pious poor”) and we will mention this socio-economic community and
faith tradition at times in this commentary.
That James, brother of Jesus, was an established leader in Jerusalem — Paul calls him a
“pillar” (Gal 2:9) — gave this letter the authority that was needed to keep it afloat
through the canonical process in spite of the tragic neglect and sometimes biased
dismissal of Christian Judaism. Forgotten in the rise of both Peter and Paul is the fact that
James cast a shadow over them in Jerusalem’s earliest messianic community (see Gal
2:12; Acts 15:13-21; 21:18; 1 Cor 15:7). In the Lukan portrayal of James at the Jerusalem
Conference, James is depicted as a wise man, a theologically-astute leader, open to
Gentile inclusion in the messianic community with conditions, and desirous of
reconciling split parties. It was James who delivered the most effective speech at that
conference (Acts 15:13-21), and in the literary tradition final speeches are reserved for
the most influential leader.117
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Regarding James’s special role in the life Jesus and in the church, Craig Blomberg and Mariam
Kamell explain that “commentators have often marveled that James does not refer to himself
either as an apostle (cf. Gal 1:19) or as Jesus’ brother, and some have used these omissions as an
argument for pseudonymity. Most likely, however, James is implying that his familial
relationship to Jesus gives him no extra authority, while his addressees would have already
known of his role as chief elder in Jerusalem. Instead, he wants to stress that he is a fellow slave
to God in Christ, just like his readers. Indeed, it seems less likely that a pseudepigrapher would
have used so nonauthoritative a descriptor.”118
Douglas Moo also considers the issue: “But if James the Lord’s brother wrote this letter, why
does he not mention his special relationship to Jesus? Probably because being a brother of Jesus
gave James no authority to admonish other Christians as he does in this letter. What qualified
James to write such a letter was not his physical relationship to Jesus but his spiritual
relationship. James was not, of course, one of the original twelve apostles. But, like Paul, James
might have been added to the ranks of the apostles after the resurrection. And Gal. 1:19 suggests
that Paul, at least, viewed James as an apostle: ‘I saw none of the other apostles — only James,
the Lord’s brother.’ Nevertheless, James does not claim this status for himself. He identifies
himself simply as ‘a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ.’”119
On the phrase “servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ,” Blomberg and Kamell believe that
the word
“slave” preserves the sense of the Greek word here [doulos] better than “servant.”
Christians committed themselves to Jesus as their absolute divine master just as actual
slaves had to swear unconditional allegiance to their human masters. Because “slave” is
anarthrous, “God” and “Lord” follow suit, which means that Granville Sharp’s rule, in
which two singular, personal, nonproper nouns joined by a coordinating conjunction and
governed by a single article refer to the identical entity, does not come into play. But
except for the article, all of the necessary elements are present, so this could be an early
equation of Jesus with God. He is, at the very least, Master and Messiah (Lord and
Christ). “The Lord Jesus Christ” is the fullest of the many combinations of the name
Jesus with various titles or appellations in the NT.120
Luke Timothy Johnson writes that the “term doulos denotes literal bondage to the authority of
another” and that “religiously, it connotes the special relationship between God and humans
defined in terms of possession (by God) and service (by humans)”; he goes on to cite numerous
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examples throughout the OT (e.g., among many others, Psa 134:1; Isa 49:3; Ezek 28:5).121 But
while “servant of God” was a common enough title, “servant of God and of the Lord Jesus
Christ” was not: “Only here in the NT does this language occur. . . . We are so used to the
combination ‘Jesus Christ’ that we forget that ‘Christ’ is a title, equivalent to the OT/Jewish
‘Messiah.’ While rarely used in the OT, this title was beginning to be used in the NT period to
denote the deliverer/king expected by Jews in the last days. James’s addition of the title ‘Lord’
reflects a very early Christian understanding of Jesus, as seen in Peter’s claim in his Day-ofPentecost sermon: ‘God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ’ (Acts
2:36).”122
Furthermore, by calling himself a “servant of God,” James “thereby evokes his own personal
vocation and places himself in a deep and potent Jewish tradition. Elsewhere in the New
Testament, letter writers call themselves ‘servant,’ ‘apostle,’ or ‘prisoner’ and, with others,
‘servants.’ Only James and Jude call themselves ‘servant’ with no other designation, thereby
possibly indicating their self-awareness that they are not part of the original twelve apostles.
What ‘servant’ also indicates is that neither James nor Jude, both traditionally ‘brothers’ of Jesus,
used their family status to leverage power. ‘Servant,’ however, is not be understood as some term
of extreme humility, as in ‘not an apostle, but just a servant,’ or as ‘simply a believer,’ but instead
points toward two features of James, first, that he sees himself as one who serves the Lord Jesus
Christ (confirmed a few words later with the word ‘Lord’) and, second, that he stands in line
with some illustrious forbears. Others called ‘servant’ are Moses, David, Amos, Jeremiah, and
Daniel. Therefore, using this term of oneself is paradoxical: it is both a claim to subordination to
Christ and a claim to privilege and honor in the Jewish messianic community that carries forward
the work of Moses, David, and the great prophets of Israel’s history. By placing ‘God and the
Lord Jesus Christ’ between ‘James’ and ‘servant’ [in the Greek], James intentionally sets
‘servant’ in a messianic/Christian context. James is a servant of both (the one) God and the Lord
Jesus Christ.”123
“The Twelve Tribes in the Dispersion”
Like other NT letter writers, “James addresses his readers in terms both of their status and
location; they are ‘the twelve tribes’ ‘scattered among the nations.’ ‘The twelve tribes,’ of course,
reflects the historical origins of Israel, made up originally of the people descended from the
twelve patriarchs. As a result of the Assyrian and Babylonian victories, most of the ‘tribes’ were
exiled and scattered. Yet the Lord, through the prophets, promised that he would regather the
exiled people of Israel and so reconstitute the twelve tribes once again (Isa. 11:11-12; Jer.
31:8-14; Ezek. 37:21-22; Zech. 10:6-12; cf. also Pss. Sol. 17:26-28). This was common
expectation; see especially T. Benjamin 9:2: ‘But in your allotted place will be the temple of
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God, and the latter temple will exceed the former in glory. The twelve tribes shall be gathered
there and all the nations, until such time as the Most High shall send forth his salvation through
the ministration of the unique prophet.’ Jesus’ choice of twelve apostles suggests that his mission
was to bring into being this eschatological Israel. See especially Matt. 19:28 (par. Luke 22:30):
‘Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on
his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the
twelve tribes of Israel.”’ The book of Revelation similarly pictures the people of God of the last
days in terms of 12,000 people drawn from each of the twelve tribes (Rev. 7:5-8) and of the
heavenly Jerusalem, with twelve gates on which ‘were written the names of the twelve tribes of
Israel’ (Rev. 21:12). By calling his readers ‘the twelve tribes,’ then, James claims that they
constitute the true people of god of the ‘last days.’”124
The phrase “in the dispersion” is, literally, en tē diaspora, “in the diaspora.” The Diaspora
“became a technical name for all the nations outside of Palestine where Jewish people had come
to live (2 Macc. 1:27; John 7:35).”125 Different scholars have slightly differing opinions on
whether the word is used figuratively or literally here and to whom it refers exactly. For example,
Peter Davids writes,
The term [diaspora] was used by Jews to indicate that part of Judaism living outside of
Palestine . . . , but what would such a term mean to Christians? On the one hand, it is
possible that they adopted the term and used it metaphorically to indicate their state as
‘strangers and pilgrims’ on the earth (cf. Heb. 11:13; 13:14; and 1 Pet. 1:1, 17; 2:11).
Thus Dibelius sees the book addressed to “the true Israel, whose home is in heaven, but
for whom the earth is only a foreign land.” This would be the most likely meaning of the
term if the work were written outside of Palestine (and a possible meaning if it were
written within that land). On the other hand, if one assumes not only a Palestinian, but
Jewish Christian provenance for the work, it would be unnatural to leap over the literal
meaning. What other term would such a group have used to refer to Christians outside of
Palestine, i.e. to Christians living “in the Diaspora”? This was the logical and natural way
to do so. As a result, we conclude with Mussner that although the metaphorical sense is
attractive, accepting as we do the Jewish Christian origin of this epistle, the most natural
way of reading this phrase is as an address to the true Israel (i.e. Jewish Christians)
outside of Palestine (i.e. probably in Syria and Asia Minor). 126
Moo also writes on the subject that “in his first letter, Peter uses this term to address his readers,
who are almost certainly Gentiles (1:1). Here the word probably has a figurative meaning,
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characterizing Christians as people who live in this world, apart from their true, heavenly,
‘homeland.’ But the early date and Jewish audience of James suggest a more literal meaning for
the term here. . . . James writes to Jewish Christians who have been ‘dispersed’ as a result of
persecution (Acts 11:19).”127 Blomberg and Kamell believe “‘the twelve tribes in the dispersion’
most likely refer to a collection of Jewish-Christian congregations somewhere outside Israel
toward the eastern end of the Mediterranean basin, perhaps in Syria.”128 McKnight thinks that
“on balance it is more likely that James writes his letter to the messianic Jewish community or
communities, which remain attached to the non-messianic Jewish community, which are residing
in the Dispersion, and which James understands to be the foretaste of the kingdom of God. James
sees such a community as part of Israel in the ethnic and covenant senses of that term.”129 And
Ralph Martin also provides his view:
The above evidence thus indicates that the author saw his readers as “true Israel,” those
who had expressed faith in Jesus as Messiah, who anticipated the great ingathering
foreseen, e.g., in the Psalms of Solomon (17:28). That they had not yet experienced that
unity is suggested by the phrase that qualifies the expression [dōdeka phulais, “twelve
tribes”]. Since, however, we have no evidence of the phrase being used of non-Jews . . .
and since the setting contains no indication of a mixed (Jew-Gentile) congregation . . . we
cannot take this term to refer to the church as an entity distinct from historical Israel.
More likely, the audience of James is seen as the “true Israel” because the people in mind
are Jews of the messianic faith.130
Finally, the word “Greetings” (chairein) at the end of the verse “forms the rough equivalent of
our English ‘hello’ and appears as the most common form of salutation in letter introductions of
the day.”131 Similarly, another scholar writes that the word was an integral part of “the usual
opening of a letter—‘“A” to “B” greeting [chairein]’, which was then followed by a fairly
stereotyped health wish or directly by the body of the letter itself. This opening, which could be
expanded adverbially or adjectivally, is found as early as the fourth century B.C.E. and is still
described as the correct form of address in the fourth century C.E.”132 James, however, does not
include anything beyond chairein and moves directly into the body of his letter.133
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General Scholarly Comment
Peter H. Davids
The greeting formula presents James the Just, the brother of the Lord, writing to Jewish Christian
congregations scattered outside of his “home” district of Palestine. The author . . . uses a typical
Greek greeting style, a form which appears in both literary (e.g. 1 Macc. 10:25; Euseb. Praep.
Ev. 9.33-34) and actual (e.g. 1 Thes. 1:1) letters of the period.134
The author names himself James or Jacob (Hebrew y‘qb). As has been argued above . . . , such a
title could refer to only one person in the early church—James the Just (contra Meyer and
Kürzdorfer). This title itself is very interesting. The term [doulos] is by no means unusual on the
lips of an apostle (e.g. Rom. 1:1; Gal. 1:10; Phil. 1:1), coming as it does from Jewish literature
(e.g. Gn. 32:10; Jdg. 2:8; Ps. 89:3 . . . ; Is. 41:8; Je. 26:7; Am. 3:7). It is both an indication of
humility, for the servant does not come in his own name, and of office, for the bearer of the title
is in the service of a great king . . . . But the reference to [’Iēsou Christou] is unusual, for
“Christ” is now not a title, but a name. That use of the word would be surprising for a Jew who
spent most of his time in Jerusalem where the titular use would have been meaningful, but it is
very similar to the normal Pauline (i.e. Hellenistic) usage.
. . . In using the phrase [hai dōdeka phulai, “the twelve tribes”], the author looks on the
recipients of the epistle as the true Israel. The church has quite naturally appropriated the title,
for it was the work of the Messiah to reestablish the twelve tribes (Je. 3:18; Ezk. 37:19-24; Pss.
Sol. 17:28), and Christians recognized themselves as the true heirs of the Jewish faith (Romans
4; 1 Cor. 10:18; Gal. 4:21-31; Phil. 3:3). While such a term for the church would fall quite
naturally from the lips of a Jewish Christian, Paul also uses it in his letters to gentile churches.
. . . The greeting itself is at first glance not very significant, for it is the standard Greek epistolary
greeting. But when compared with the Pauline greetings it is surprising. Paul uses the double
formula [charis hymin kai eirēnē, “grace to you and peace”], which shows both Jewish-oriental
[shalom] . . . and Christian liturgical practice (in the style and use of charis . . . ). Why are these
influences absent from a Jewish Christian letter? The author has simply used the conventional
Greek term, either because he lacked Paul’s creativity and mastery of Greek or because the
Hellenistic redactor/scribe had principal responsibility for v 1 and did not think in Paul’s more
Aramaic terms.135
Luke Timothy Johnson
The character of the Greeting is important for setting the character of the writing. In literary
terms, the Greeting establishes the composition that follows as a letter. Whatever its original
literary form may have been, it becomes a letter by being given such a praescript. In the context
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of ancient epistolary theory and practice, moreover, a personal connection (Malherbe) and social
relationship (Stowers) are established between sender and recipients. The terms of the
conversation are suggested already by the form of the Greeting.136
[The Greeting] delineates the character of the implied author. The self-designation of doulos . . .
carries with it a powerful twofold connotation in the religious world of the Mediterranean and
specifically within the symbolism of Torah. If James is doulos of “God and the Lord Jesus
Christ,” then he is certified to readers as one who is himself defined by the measure he applies to
them. His life is one of service to God and to Jesus as Lord. By implication, then, by the
standards of that world, he is a reliable spokesperson for God and the Lord Jesus Christ, since he
lives out what he preaches. The term doulos also has the (paradoxical) connotation of religious
leader. Particularly in the framework of Torah, the term designates the prophetic spokespersons
for the Lord: the one who best serves is the one who best represents. Thus the designation
supports both the implied author’s genuine personal commitment and his authoritative role
within the messianic movement.
. . . The Greeting also deftly sketches the symbolic world shared by the implied readers and
author. It is the world of Torah. Whether intended literally or figuratively, the “twelve tribes in
the dispersion” is a designation that makes sense only within the framework of one specific set of
texts and one shared story in the Mediterranean world. Readers who accept their status as
recipients of this letter—in whatever age they are readers, it should be noted—accept also this
designation and a place within that symbolic world: they become, for the purposes of this
composition, the hoped-for restored Israel among the nations. Whoever receives the author’s
“greetings” welcomes as well a self-definition as part of a spiritual Israel normed by the texts of
Torah and living in service to God and the Lord Jesus Christ.137
Ralph P. Martin
In an opening salutation James directs his writing to his compatriots of the messianic faith whom
he regards also as one in kinship with ethnic Israel in the international arena. This use of a
conventional “greeting” is meant to pave the way for the call which follows, with the link-word
of “joy” (chara) producing a word association with greeting (chairein). His authority as God’s
servant is placed in a prominent position; he chooses to pass over his natural kinship with his
brother Jesus since now Jesus is the exalted Lord, known by faith and crowned with
“glory” (2:1). Alternatively, the opening greeting has been set in place by the letter’s final editor,
with James’ role as teacher and mentor becoming more prominent by the ascription to him of a
full title as “servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ.”138
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David P. Nystrom
In [James’s] world and in ours the combination of authority with service, which he conveys by
use of the term doulos, is rare. The close juxtaposition of the term doulos with the idea of service
is intended to compel us to take notice. Familiarity with the idea and the phrase “servant
leadership” may have jaded us. It is a notion as radical and as far reaching as virtually any in
Scripture. Jesus calls us to live it out, not merely to pay it lip service. Failure to live it out is a
form of double-mindedness. The kingdom of God has upside down priorities. The wisdom of
God is foolishness to the world, and the wisdom of the world is foolishness to God. Leadership,
and especially leadership in the church, is to be undertaken only with a strong and sincere
commitment to seek God’s will and the manifestation of that will in the well-being of others. In
making his case in this way, James sets out a pattern for church leadership.139
The key issues for James in 1:1 are the combination of authority and service and the notion of
loyalty to God. What is the shape and texture of these two issues in our contemporary setting?
Servanthood and authority. James, like Paul in Philippians 2, issues a strong call for the
basic character of the Christian life to be that of servanthood, after the model of Jesus himself.
The witness of the Gospels is that Jesus was a Servant-Messiah. The model of servanthood is to
be lived out by those in leadership. James makes this clear when he combines images and themes
of authority with comradeship and service in his opening salutation. Leadership in the church of
Jesus Christ ought to be reserved for those who have no selfish agenda. The goals set and the
practice used to achieve them must be marked by a servant attitude. It is a sacred and terrible
thing to be perceived as the agent of God. The potential for such power attracts charlatans. . . .
Servant leadership means first to resolve to accomplish what is God’s will in the best interests of
others. But it also means to carry out those endeavors in a fashion that relates to others the care
and compassion of Jesus. In this way one does know joy—the joy that comes in giving oneself
away.
Loyalty to God. A major theme for James in 1:1 is loyalty. But this is not blind loyalty. It
is a loyalty that seeks to understand God, to grow into what God intends. In various ways James
also makes the point that loyalty to Jesus Christ is not a threat to monotheism, that in fact loyalty
to Jesus Christ and loyalty to God amount to the same thing.
This idea also carries with it an implied warning: Be vigilant and introspective
concerning your own heart and mind. Loyalty to the government, to a particular political party or
philosophy, to a particular religious expression, or to anything else besides God and the
concomitant commitment to be humble before God always contains the potential for the seeds of
idolatry to germinate and flourish. . . . James here pushes us to consider the ways we unwisely
grant elsewhere loyalty that rightfully pertains to God alone.140
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JAMES #2 ( 1 : 2 - 8 )
Introduction
On the heels of his opening line, James moves straight into his subject matter in 1:2-8. The first
section (vv. 2-4) encourages believers that the trials they are facing are actually testing their
faith, making it pure and steadfast. The second section (vv. 5-8) encourages them to ask God
confidently and with unwavering faith for the wisdom they lack—likely referring to their
struggle with trials—because God is not one who withholds from his children.
Overview
Following the customary epistolary greeting, “most NT letter writers express appreciation for
their readers in the form of a thanksgiving or offer a blessing to God for his abundant spiritual
provision. Not so James. He launches directly into exhortation. By placing trials in this position
of prominence in the letter, James suggests that the tough times the believers were facing were a
key reason for his writing to them. As do Paul (Rom. 5:2-4) and Peter (1 Pet. 1:5-7) in similar
passages, James reminds his readers that God brings difficulties into believers’ lives for a
purpose, and that this purpose can be accomplished only if they respond in the right way to their
problems. Feeding into James’s teaching on trials, we should note, is the intense wrestling with
the problem of undeserved suffering occasioned by the persecutions endured by Jews during the
intertestamental period. Why does God allow the righteous to suffer? is, indeed, one of the most
perplexing and difficult questions that God’s people can ask. James gives no complete answer.
But implicit in what James says is a conviction that the suffering of believers is always under the
providential control of a God who wants only the best for his people.”141
Thus, after “encouraging his readers to embrace trials for the potential they have to spur spiritual
growth (vv. 2-4), James exhorts them to pray in undivided faith for the wisdom that a gracious
God is anxious to give to those who ask (vv. 5-8). James uses a verbal link to connect these two
brief paragraphs, with the word lack ending the former (v. 4b) and introducing the latter (v. 5a).
But a sequence in content is more difficult to find. James gives us little help, using the vague
Greek conjunction de (a weak “but” or “and”) to introduce v. 5. We find more potential help in
Jewish wisdom sources, which sometimes bring together some of the topics that James addresses
in vv. 2-8. Several texts, for instance, suggest that wisdom is that quality needed if God’s people
are going to endure trials with fortitude and godliness (see, e.g., Sir. 4:17). Other passages
connect wisdom with perfection; see, for example, Wis. 9:6: ‘even if one is perfect among the
sons of men, yet without the wisdom that comes from you he will be regarded as nothing.’ And a
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few passages even bring together the themes of testing, wisdom, and spiritual integrity. Wisdom
10:5 claims that it was wisdom that preserved Abraham ‘blameless before God’ when God tested
him by requiring him to sacrifice his son Isaac. Throughout his letter, James indicates an
awareness of these kinds of Jewish traditions, so we are probably justified in thinking that this
material influenced James’s sequence of writing here. The spiritual perfection that is the goal of
trials (vv. 2-4) will be achieved only when divine wisdom is present. And wisdom can be had for
the asking — albeit, an asking that is sincere and uncorrupted.”142
Structure
General Structure of Chapter 1
As is commonly understood about the book of James, the structure can be difficult to determine,
and this is certainly the case already in chapter 1. While verses 2-8 are relatively easy to break
apart in themselves, determining the larger connections and outline of the chapter is a subject on
which commentators have differing opinions. Douglas Moo explains the issue:
[James] obviously has many different issues that he wants to raise with his former
parishioners and moves rather quickly from one to another. What relationship, if any,
these topics bear to one another is not clear. . . . It is left to the reader to discern any
common themes or connections among them. One obvious connection is the similarity of
vv. 2 and 12, which both encourage endurance of trials. Many scholars, therefore, think
that this is the opening paragraph of the letter and that it may even introduce the key
theme of the letter: enduring trials (vv. 2-4 and 12)143 or spiritual completeness (vv. 4,
5-8). But vv. 13-15 have a close linguistic connection with vv. 2 and 12: the word
“temptation” that is at the heart of vv. 13-15 translates the same Greek word that is
translated “trial” (peirasmos). So these verses continue the topic of vv. 2-12 in a slightly
different direction. Verses 16-18 are more difficult to place. Since v. 18 introduces the
“word” of God, the theme that dominates vv. 21-25, we might want to put a major break
between v. 15 and v. 16. But vv. 19-20, with their warning about hasty speech, change the
subject yet again, making any connection between v. 18 and vv. 21-25 more difficult. So,
while vv. 16-18 are definitely transitional, they probably look back more to vv. 2-15 than
ahead to vv. 21-25. Verses 19-20, on the other hand, also stand alone, but they are
connected with vv. 21-25 via the inferential conjunction “therefore.”144
Thus, different commentators outline the chapter in different ways. For example, Moo sees
1:2-18 as a unit followed by 1:19-2:26, Davids, along with Blomberg and Kamell, takes 1:2-11
together followed by 1:12-27, and McKnight has 1:2-18 followed by 1:19-27.
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Structure of 1:2-8
At the same time, as already mentioned, everyone is in general agreement about the smaller-scale
structure of 1:2-8. Below are some different commentary outlines of the present passage,
beginning with Moo:
I. Address and Greeting (1:1)
II.The Pursuit of Spiritual Wholeness: The Opportunity Afforded by Trials (1:2-18)
A. Enduring Trials Brings Spiritual Maturity (1:2-4)
B. Wholeness Requires Wisdom, Which God Gives to All Who Ask in Faith (1:5-8)
C. Both Poor and Rich Christians Need to View Themselves as God Does (1:9-11)
D. God Rewards the Person Who Endures Trials (1:12)
E. While God Tests His People, He Never Tempts Them to Sin (1:13-18)145
Craig Blomberg and Mariam Kamell:
I. Greetings (1:1)
II.Statement of Three Key Themes (1:2-11)
A. Trials in the Christian Life (1:2-4)
B. Wisdom (1:5-8)
C. Riches and Poverty (1:9-11)146
Peter Davids:
Opening Statement 1:2-27
A. First segment: testing, wisdom, wealth 1:2-11
a. Testing produces joy 1:2-4
b. Wisdom comes through prayer 1:5-8
c. Poverty excels wealth 1:9-11
B. Second segment: testing, speech, generosity 1:12-27
a. Testing produces blessedness 1:12-18
b. Pure speech contains no anger 1:19-21
c. Obedience requires generosity 1:22-25
d. Summary and transition 1:26-27147
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Scot McKnight:
1. Salutation (1:1)
2. The Christian and Trials (1:2-18)
2.1 The Purpose of Testing (1:2-4)
2.2 The Need for Wisdom during Testing (1:5-8)
2.3 Poverty and Wealth as a Test (1:9-11)
2.4 God, Trials, and Testing (1:12-18) 148
Ralph Martin:
I. Address and Greeting (1:1)
II.Enduring Trials (1:2-19A)
1. Trials, Wisdom, Faith (1:2-8)
2. The Reversal of Fortunes (1:9-11)
3. Testing: Its Source and Mischief—and Rationale (1:12-19A)149
Textual Notes
Verses 2-4
The structure of these verses is straightforward: “after a rhetorical connection (1:2a), James
describes a condition (1:2b), gives an exhortation (1:2c: ‘consider it nothing but joy’), and then
gives a reason that is made of a chain of connecting virtues (1:3-4).”150
Verse 2 reads literally “all joy consider” (pasan charan hēgēsasthe). James uses the word chara,
“joy,” which rhetorically links the beginning of this verse with the last word of verse 1, chairein
(“Greetings”). Blomberg and Kamell write that “this technique helps to tie together patterns of
thought and ideas while moving the argument forward.”151 They go on to note that the phrase
“consider it all joy” is an “imperative that has been highly abused in interpretation”:
First, the word for “all” [pasan] does not mean ‘everything’ in this context, but functions
adjectivally here, implying ‘pure’ or ‘entire.’ In other words, it does not form part of the
direct object (“Consider everything”) but identifies the type of joy one should have.
“Joy” [charan], in turn, speaks of a state of being rather than an emotion. Joy proves
quite different from happiness, so that this verse does not support the idea that a Christian
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must smile all the time! Joy may be defined as a settled contentment in every situation or
“an unnatural reaction of deep, steady and unadulterated thankful trust in God.”152 . . .
The third key piece of this opening is the verb “consider” [hēgēsasthe]. This is a verb of
thought rather than emotion. James is not commanding how one should feel, but rather
how one should think about one’s circumstances. Thus one is to “consider” or “reckon”
any given difficult circumstance as “pure joy.”153
James connects to his audience through the phrase, “my brothers” (adelphoi mou). Moo explains
that “James’s favorite address of his readers is ‘my brothers’ (see also 2:1, 14; 3:1, 10, 12; 4:11;
5:7, 9-10, 12, 19) or the variant ‘my dear brothers’ (1:16, 19; 2:5). Both Jews and pagans
broadened the word ‘brother’ to describe fellow members of the same religion (in the NT, see,
e.g., Matt. 5:22; Acts 3:22; 13:15). When used in this spiritual sense, the word included both men
and women; hence the rendering ‘brothers and sisters’ (NRSV; NLT) in modern English is
justified.”154 The word translated “meet” in the ESV when James says, “when you meet trials of
various kinds,” is from the verb peripiptō, which literally means “fall into.”155 Thus, “James is
not instructing his readers to seek out hardships, but this is the attitude that he wants them to
have when external testing arrives.”156
The Greek for “trials” is peirasmos, which is also translated “temptation” in the NT (e.g., Matt
6:13, “lead us not into temptation [peirasmon]”) and is related to the verb peirazō (“put to the
test, tempt”; see Jas 1:13-14), both important words in James 1:2-18. Moo comments on the
words:
They can denote either an outward trial or process of “testing” or they can denote the
inner enticement to sin: “temptation” or “tempt.” The latter meaning is seen in verses
such as 1 Tim. 6:9: “People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into
many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction” (see also
Luke 22:40, 46). 1 Pet. 4:12, on the other hand, is a good example of the other meaning:
“Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though
something strange were happening to you” (see also 1 Pet. 1:6; Matt. 26:41; Luke 22:28;
Acts 20:19; Rev. 3:10). In several verses, the meaning of the word is not clear. . . . The
meaning of peirasmos/periazō may even combine these ideas, in the sense that the
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external trial is at the same time a point of temptation (see, e.g., Luke 4:13; 1 Cor. 10:13;
Heb. 3:8). A combination of meanings of this kind may well be present in vv. 13-15. In v.
2, however, peirasmos means “trial.” The surrounding language makes this clear:
believers run the risk of “falling into” . . . these trials, which have as their purpose the
“testing” of faith and need to be “endured.”157
McKnight also writes that throughout James’s letter we see the kind of trials most pressing for
his context: “stresses connected to economic poverty (1:9, 27; 2:15-16), favoritism for the
wealthy and against the poor (2:1-4, 9), economic abuse and injustice (2:5-7), blasphemy of
Jesus Christ by those with sufficient political power (2:7), and economic exploitation of the poor
by the rich (5:1-6).”158
Verse 3 provides the reason why believers can consider trials “all joy.” Not because trials are
pleasant in themselves, but because we know that trials ultimately provide a “testing of faith”
that “produces steadfastness.” As Luke Timothy Johnson writes, “The circumstantial participle
[‘knowing’] grounds their perception: the ability to perceive testings as joy derives from a more
fundamental construal of reality, in this case the conviction that adversity strengthens
character.”159 The word “testing” (dokimon) is a rare Greek word “found elsewhere in the NT
only in 1 Pet. 1:7 and in the Septuagint only in [Psa 12:6] and Prov. 27:21. Peter apparently uses
the word to denote the result of testing . . . . But the two OT occurrences both denote the process
of refining silver or gold, and this is the way James uses the word. The difficulties of life are
intended by God to refine our faith: heating it in the crucible of suffering so that impurities might
be refined away and so that it might become pure and valuable to the Lord.”160 Another scholar
puts it this way: “As gold is refined through fire (1 Pet. 1:7; Wisd. 3:4-7) and diamonds are
produced under pressure and polished by friction, so the Christian’s faith is strengthened and
enriched by flexing its muscles under pressure.”161
McKnight also explains that “James envisions, as do 1 Pet 1:6-7 and Rom 5:3-5 but also 2 Pet
1:5-8 and Rom 8:28-30, a linkage from one virtue or condition to another because he describes it
as a theologically-driven and progressive operation of conversion (katergazetai), as if it were
going on before his eyes.”162 He provides the following table to compare these passages163:
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James 1:2-4
8:28-30
Test
faith
endurance

1 Peter 1:6-7
Test
faith

Romans 5:3-5

2 Peter 1:5-8

Romans

(faith)
endurance

faith
goodness
knowledge
self-control
perseverance
godliness
brotherly kindness
love

love
foreknowledge
predestination
called
justified
glorified

Stress

mature/complete love
love of God
eschatological glory
salvation

The word “steadfastness” (hypomonē) is “more than patience, though it does contain that element
of passive staying power . . . and constancy (Sir 16:13), with Abraham as the prime model in
Jewish thought (especially in 4 Maccabees, which stresses the active elements in trust). There is
also the idea of ‘hope,’ ‘expectancy,’ drawn from the LXX . . . . But the word has more to its
meaning than a quietistic acceptance and wishful longing for better things . . . . The component
of steadfastness under trial and a persistent determination to win through to the end is marked as
believers yield their lives to God . . . and remain faithful in anticipation of their reward.”164
Verse 4 is literally translated, “Let steadfastness have its perfect/complete [teleios] work, in order
that you may be perfect/complete [teleios] and whole, lacking in nothing.” The translation
“reveals, first, that the benefits of testing come only to believers who respond to them in the right
way: Christians must allow endurance to do its intended work. It is quite typical of James’s
hortatory style to so emphasize the need for Christian response; contrast the parallel texts we
have noted in Paul and Peter, where no such imperative disrupts the sequence of virtues. But,
second, what is this ‘perfect work’ that perseverance is intended to achieve? . . . James’s deep
concern throughout the letter that believers respond to God’s grace with sincere obedience
suggests rather that the word ‘work’ here summarizes the many dimensions of the ideal Christian
character.”165
Thus, in this verse “James sees the culmination of Christian life not simply in the secure holding
of the faith, but in a fully rounded uprightness, an approach toward the character of God or an
imitation of Christ. In expanding this goal of maturity James adds [holoklēros, “whole,
complete”], a synonym for [teleios, “perfect, complete”] that stresses the incremental character
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of the process. That is, perfection is not just a maturing of character, but a rounding out as more
and more ‘parts’ of the righteous character are added . . . . In this vein James adds the final
phrase, ‘lacking nothing,’ which is virtually an expansion of [holoklēros].”166
Verses 5-8
The structure of these verses is laid out as follows: “a condition is given (1:5a) that can be
resolved by following the advice of James (1:5b). In this advice, James comments on God’s
character. Next, he elaborates on the meaning of ‘ask’ in 1:5b by clarifying the nature of genuine
asking. This elaboration is unfolded first in a positive direction (1:6a) and then more completely
in a negative direction (1:6b-8), with each line of these verses taking up and extending the
previous line.”167 Many commentators also note how this verse connects to verse 4 through the
catchword “lack” (leipō), though “here the focus shifts slightly by highlighting a key attribute
that Christians must not lack as they move toward maturity. The conceptual link with the
previous section, however, appears when we understand that wisdom is often precisely that
which enables us to stand in times of trials and which leads us to perfection.”168
On the switch from “trials” to “wisdom” in verse 5, one scholar explains that “once it is
recognized that virtue and wisdom were not infrequently brought together in Jewish writings,
then verse 5 does not have to be seen as a digression. In this tradition (see 1 Kgs 3:9-10; Prov
2:6; Ecclus 1:1; Wisd 9:17), wisdom is the essential gift without which righteousness is
impossible.”169 Moo also writes how James “echoes widespread OT and Jewish teaching”:
‘The LORD gives wisdom,’ claims Prov. 2:6, and the importance of wisdom is the central
theme of this OT book. Wisdom is the means by which the godly can both discern and
carry out the will of God (e.g., 2:10-19; 3:13-14; 9:1-6). Wisdom will therefore keep a
person from immorality and enable him or her to be acceptable to the Lord. Finding
wisdom, claims Proverbs, means finding life and receiving favor from the Lord (8:35).
Intertestamental Jewish books like Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon continue these
wisdom themes and develop others in new directions.170
He goes on to note that it is “more than likely that the combination of exhortation and promise in
the second part of v. 5 — he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault,
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and it will be given to him — is an intentional echo of Jesus’ pithier ‘Ask and it will be given to
you’ (Matt. 7:7a).”171
There is a good deal of discussion of the precise meaning of haplōs, translated “generously” in
the ESV and defined in BDAG as “pert[aining] to being straightforward, simply, above board,
sincerely, openly.”172 Blomberg and Kamell summarize some different views:
Moo opts for the idea of singleness of heart or ‘integrity,’ a ‘linguistic move [that] would
make sense in light of James’s tendency to portray Christian character as a reflection and
outgrowth of God’s.’ He argues that James is not trying to show God’s generosity in
giving but rather God’s ‘single, undivided intent to give us those gifts we need to please
him.’173 Johnson, however, believes that ‘in connection with the verb “giving,” the
adverb probably should be seen in the light of the use of haplotēs in such contexts to
mean “generosity/liberality.”’174 Davids argues for a different take on the option of
‘single-mindedness,’ namely that the combination of this word [haplōs] with ‘not
mocking’ [mē oneidizontos] encourages the meaning of ‘without mental reservation,’ and
sees God as one who ‘gives sincerely, without hesitation.’175
In the end, they opt for this last option, writing that it “seems viable both from the word’s
derivation from ‘single, sincere, straightforward’ [haplous], as well from the context.”176 Moo
also writes that the “evidence suggests that James is not so much highlighting God’s generosity
in giving as his single, undivided intent to give us those gifts we need to please him.”177 James
also says that God does this “without reproach” (with “reproach” coming from the word
oneidizō). Johnson explains that the “basic meaning of oneidizein, in turn, is to rebuke or
reproach (see Prov 25:8-9; Sir 22:20; Matt 5:11; Rom 15:3; 1 Pet 4:14). The verb sometimes
occurs in contexts of giving, when a reproach accompanying a gift means a lack of
generosity.”178 Moo also writes, “According to Sirach, ‘a fool’s gift will profit you nothing, for
he has many eyes instead of one. He gives little and upbraids (oneidizei) much’ (20:14-15a). In
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contrast, James portrays God as one who give ‘simply,’ ‘with one eye,’ and without finding fault
(oneidizontos).”179
In verse 6, we see that the “flow of God’s grace toward the messianic Jewish community is
dependent, so James says, on one condition, and we find this in James’s elaboration of the
meaning of ‘ask’: ‘But ask in faith, never doubting.’”180 Blomberg and Kamell write,
To this kind of doubt James strenuously objects. He describes the one who questions
God’s character as “a wave of the sea, blown by the wind and tossed about” . . . . This
image was used by classical writers to refer to the ordinary instability of the sea, not just
to times of storm, depicting the constant moving up and down of waves without
consistency or pattern. Moo elaborates: “the picture here is not of a wave mounting in
height and crashing to shore, but of the swell of the sea, never having the same texture
and shape from moment to moment, but always changing with the variations in wind
direction and strength.”181 This provides the perfect image of the doubting person who
oscillates between faith and skepticism, unwilling to trust in Christ once for all and to
stay the course in allegiance to him.182
Verse 7 explains that that person (ekeinos)—the one who doubts—cannot expect to receive
anything from God. They “lack wisdom but cannot remedy this because they are unable to pray.
Their prayers are stricken by doubt; and this palsied kind of prayer is unable to receive anything
from God.”183
Verse 8 provides two further descriptions of this person. First, they are “doubleminded” (dipsychos), literally, “two-souled.”184 James may be anomalous here in that “his is the
earliest known usage of the word ‘double-minded’ . . . . Its only other scriptural use comes in 4:8,
where it appears as parallel to ‘sinners,’ giving the word a negative moral taint.”185 Further, the
word “echoes Jesus’ statements in Mt 6:24 (par. Lk 16:13) that no one can serve two masters.”186
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Second, they are “unstable” (akatastatos) in all their ways. This is a “word that occurs only in
James in the NT (cf. 3:8) and only in Isa. 54:11 in the LXX, where it refers to the effects of a
violent storm. . . . The ‘all he does’ reflects again James’s concern to portray a basic
inconsistency in attitude and spirit rather than an occasional doubt or lapse. It is what we might
call ‘spiritual schizophrenia’ that James criticizes in these verses explicitly and implicitly
throughout his letter: a basic division in the soul that leads to thinking, speaking, and acting that
contradicts one’s claim to belong to God.”187
General Scholarly Comment
Peter H. Davids
Verses 2-4 cover the first theme of this section, using a chain-saying form which carries the
thought on from step to step. Similar statements in both form and content occur in Rom. 5:2b-5
and 1 Pet. [1:6-7] . . . . All of these passages, as J. Thomas points out, contain part of a common
tradition of “eschatological anticipated joy,” a theme which James brings out even more clearly
in 1:12 and 5:7-8 . . . . All three also see a test of the genuineness of faith taking place. But there
the similarities end. James is verbally closer to 1 Peter, but his thought is closer to Paul’s in that
both he and Paul value the virtues produced by the trying circumstances rather than the test itself,
which Peter values (perhaps because it produces a heavenly reward). (Peter comes a little closer
to James in thought in 1 Pet. 4:12-13, but here Peter is christocentric and ends in hope, while
James is theocentric and ends in a virtuous character.) The best explanation of both the
similarities and the differences among these passages is that all three employ a common
traditional form circulating in the early church. Each has modified the form to bring out his own
emphases. This form, which probably stems originally from some saying of Jesus (e.g. Mt.
5:11-12 . . . ),
may have circulated as part of Christian baptismal instruction, having been taken over from
Judaism (so Daube, 113, 117-119188). At any rate, James pieces this form into his epistle via the
catchword device apparent in vv 2 and 4.189
Verses 5-8 form the second subsection of the opening. They revolve around two concepts which
will appear again later in the text, wisdom (cf. 3:13-18) and double-mindedness (cf. 4:8). Neither
idea is unimportant for James. James argues that the gift of wisdom is granted to those who trust
God, who are not double-minded. In asserting this, he is arguing that those who compromise
their faith, who look to both God and the world for their norms and security, are in reality lacking
the essence of any faith at all. If they had faith they could have wisdom, which, the context
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implies, would make them perfect (probably by helping them to discern the situation of testing
and react to it properly).190
Ralph P. Martin
In a section that is full of powerful and suggestive images James concentrates on the importance
of prayer as the believer’s line of access to the fountain of help in time of need. To a community
under obvious duress and facing the perennial issues of a theodicy, i.e., how to understand
present experience in the light of divine sovereignty and human exigency, he addresses the
answer culled from Israel’s wisdom teachers; it is the appeal to God’s gift of wisdom based on
faith in God’s overruling providence and grace.
Hence it is appropriate to stress the character of God. There are three reasons supplied to
encourage the approach in prayer: God is good to all who call on him; he gives with an open
hand and without reservation; and his giving is not intended to demean the recipient with
feelings that God is reproachful or reluctant to give what is for our good. . . . Having stated the
clear character of a beneficent and bountiful giver James moves on to stress how appropriate also
is the human response in a faith that is wholehearted and loyal. Building on the (mainly)
Deuteronomic teaching on Israel’s calling to be devoted to Yahweh with a single heart, he
exposes the folly of a person with divided affections, likening that person’s predicament to that
of a storm-tossed boat. That same imagery supplies the punch line of the pericope: the double
allegiance that people cherish, hoping to serve God and Mammon (Matt 6:24), leaves them in no
better shape than a frail vessel on angry seas; they are tossed about in all their ways.
It is difficult to suggest a life-setting for this instruction. Obviously James is concerned to offer a
theodicy, as we noted. There may also be in the background the idea of caution against those in
the community who had despaired of praying for God’s help because they had resolved to trust
their own devices and were confident that human resources would avail to bring about their
deliverance from trial. James enters a warning plea that, contrary to their premature abandoning
of faith, God’s goodness is to be relied on. But only if their faith is centered in him alone. They
must therefore resolutely turn to him and so turn away from the ways of folly and self-trust, to be
outlined in 1:20; 3:13-18; 4:1-6, in reliance on God’s gift of heavenly wisdom. Wisdom and folly
are clearly opposites, and as obviously mutually exclusive as faith and skeptical unbelief. 191
Luke Timothy Johnson
James’ call for a perception of testing as a chance to grow in a commitment is certainly at odds
with a world that conceives of life solely in terms of gratification and self-aggrandizement. In
that worldview, anything interfering with pleasure is a source of “suffering,” which must at all
costs be avoided. The ideal of “endurance” is not attractive to hedonism, for it assumes an
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understanding of human character based on something more profound than pleasure, possession,
or power. James’ understanding on this point would not . . . be greatly at odds with philosophical
traditions such as Stoicism, which understood the close connection between mathein (“learning”)
and pathein (“suffering”) and recognized that “progress in virtue” inevitably involved some sort
of suffering.
James’ real distinctiveness comes in the breathtaking assertion—grounded in the symbolic world
of Torah shared by every form of Judaism including the nascent movement rooted in the “faith of
Jesus Christ”—that human existence is not located within a closed system of competition (even
for virtue or excellence) but rather within an open system ordered to a God who gives gifts to
humanity. This is the theological perspective of “faith.” And it is this understanding of reality
that grounds the positive perception of testing. The “endurance” here is not the demonstration of
a human being’s moral character, but of a community’s fidelity to God as the source of its being
and worth. The “perfect product” of endurance is not a finished moral paragon, but a community
that has become what 1:18 calls “a certain firstfruits of God’s creatures.” This theological
construal of reality is what makes the turn to prayer something other than an arbitrary piece of
pious advice. Prayer is the essential conversion for one unable to “perceive” or “calculate” life’s
testings in the appropriate way. It is surely not by accident that James’ composition begins and
ends on the topic of prayer, since prayer is the activity that most fundamentally defines and
expresses that construal of reality called “faith.”
Since this “measure of reality” (or “wisdom”) is one that is essentially ordered to God, it follows
that only God can bestow it when it is lacking. Yet, even to make this turn toward God means at
some deep level that one does, in some fashion, participate in the overall construal called “faith.”
Otherwise, one would not pray. When James opposes the manner of praying “in faith” and “in
doubting,” therefore, he identifies from the start the reason for his entire exhortatory
composition: it is addressed to those who share the community’s ethos of “faith” but do so with a
divided mind; they seek to live by two measures at once. These “double-minded persons” are the
particular target of warning. When James suggests that “they should not think that they will
receive anything from the Lord,” he suggests something about the dynamics of community life:
those who share the group’s ethos with only half a mind are already half out of the community.192
David P. Nystrom
It was once the well-attested conclusion of scholars that James has no discernible theology. This
judgment has been challenged in more recent years, although it is true that the theology of James
is not as readily apparent as that of other New Testament books. In any event, this is a
theologically pregnant passage, with a great deal to say to our impatient, self-satisfied world.
James here deals with tough, real world questions. Why do we suffer difficulties? Why does a
good God allow suffering? What is the nature of faith? The answers that James provides teach us
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that God is a generous and lavish giver, even to the undeserving. James also points out that God
desires the development of character within us.
There is a tension here, or a balance, depending on one’s perspective. God loves and
forgives us, but he also desires us to mature and grow. This development follows an often hard
road, but it is a road that must be followed with tenacity and resolve. God grants what we need to
sustain our journey, if only we will ask, and ask with a single-hearted devotion that, while it
sometimes falters, is essentially true to itself.
In this passage James deals with diverse theological themes that do not easily cohere.
One way of binding them into a meaningful whole is to envision the call to perfection as the
unifying theme, with the others as component parts. In this way we can imagine four threads,
each composed of various strands, which together bring strength and coherence to the composite
whole. These four major threads are: the false wisdom of this world; the nature of prayer, for
James tells us that prayer is the route to our true calling; the character of God’s wisdom; and
authentic humanity, which is our rightful purpose.
The wisdom of our world. The wisdom of our world is a false wisdom, offering
counterfeit joy and bogus priorities. Ultimately, all are found wanting. It is immediately apparent
that James speaks of wisdom and the joy it brings in a fashion almost unrecognizable to citizens
of the modern world. . . . James is speaking of a different kind of wisdom and a different kind of
joy—a joy that understands sacrifice in the present for the attainment of the good, a joy that is
the result of a deep sense of being in the presence and the will of God. . . .
Prayer for wisdom. James calls us to contemplation when he invites us to ask God for
wisdom, especially during trials. This is to walk in the middle course between irrational
optimism and a worldly pessimism that betrays a lack of trust in God. Irrational optimism can be
marked by a failure adequately to understand oneself, a failure adequately to understand one’s
situation, and a belief that what we consider comfortable is precisely what God considers best for
us. Neither irrational optimism nor worldly pessimism takes seriously God or ourselves. The
wisdom of the cross . . . has the ability to hold two things together: a recognition of the power of
evil without allowing the presence of evil to so fixate us that we forget the sovereignty of
God. . . .
The wisdom of God. The wisdom of God allows us to understand trials, and it drives us
to perceive our responsibility to one another. . . . In trials we ask for wisdom in prayer, and trials
push us to contemplate Scripture, to pray, and to seek God’s face. In so doing we become more
like God himself, as his love wells up within us more and more. This requires and fosters
patience. Contemplation helps us to realize that God is the author of every good thing. . . .
Authentic humanity. James calls us to perfection. But the idea of perfection is not one
with which we are comfortable. It reminds many of us of unhappy childhood experiences in
which we were unable to earn the praise of a parent or authority that we so desperately desired.
This is not, however, the notion of perfection James has in view. . . . For James perfection is tied
to honesty, to honest appraisal of oneself before God and others. It is a singleness of heart and a
patient resolve to know God and the character of integrity.193
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JAMES #3 ( 1 : 9 - 11, 16 - 18 )
Introduction
In verses 9-11, James commends the high position of the poor over against the low position of
the rich, a reversal of what one would commonly expect. In verses 16-18, James makes clear that
all good gifts come from the unchanging God.
Overview
For the first time in the book of James the “theme of the poor and the rich in James’ community
makes its appearance. The same topic will be picked up in 2:2-4, 5-12, 15-16; 4:13-17; 5:1-6. If
we follow the view that these opening sections of the letter announce themes to be expanded
later, this will account for the fairly sudden switch to vv 9-11 following the earlier consideration
of testing-prayer-faith. We are left, however, with the question of why James moves at this point
to contrast the poor and the rich. . . . Perhaps James is introducing the topic of wealth as a test of
true faith and warning those who amass wealth of the perils they face. In support of this view we
should observe how the judgment brought in v 11 is directed not against wealth in itself but
against the rich people who (apparently) trust in wealth, a distinction also found in 5:1-6. . . .
James is making his point primarily to encourage and support the humble (as in 4:6, 10) who
trust in God as their hope.”194 Douglas Moo also comments on the central issues in verses 9-11,
as well as verses 16-18:
This short paragraph [1:9-11] presents two major, interrelated, interpretive issues. The
first is, once again, the relation of the issue James deals with here to the context. James
provides no explicit indication of what that relation might be, so the connection can only
be determined by analyzing the meaning of these verses in light of the surrounding ones.
But it is the meaning of the verses that is the second major issue. The heart of the
paragraph is a contrast between a “brother in humble circumstances” and “one who is
rich.” Each is exhorted by James to “take pride” or “boast”: the humble brother in his
“high position” and the rich person in his “low position.” What makes the interpretation
difficult and contentious is the problem of identifying the “one who is rich.” About half
the commentators on James think that this rich person is a Christian. They think that
James is encouraging this brother not to take pride in his wealth, but in his identification
with Christ — what would appear in the eyes of the world to be a “low position.” Verses
10b-11, then, ground that commandment by reminding the brother that wealth and social
status are transitory. The other view, equally supported in the literature, is that the rich
person is a non-Christian. James would then be using scornful irony in v. 10, as he
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exhorts the rich person to “take pride in” the only thing that will be left to him in the
judgment: his condemnation, described in vv. 10b-11.195
. . . Verses 16-18 are not easy to locate within the logic of James’s argument. The
presence of the word “father” in both vv. 17 and 27 might form another inclusio. But the
connection seems to be incidental, not material. And more important connections link vv.
16-18 to what precedes: the verb “bring forth” (apokyō) (vv. 15 and 18) and the motif of
God as a sincere and beneficial giver (vv. 5 and 17). Probably, then, after the transitional
v. 16, vv. 17-18 state the positive side of the case that James has made in vv. 13-15. God
is not the author of temptation, or of anything evil. He is, rather, one who gives good gifts
to his people — and, preeminently, the gift of the new birth.196
Structure
Both of these texts are self-contained units, though many commentators include verses 16-18
within the larger pericope of 1:12-18 (or 1:13-18 or 1:12-19 depending on the commentator).
Some examples are found below. First, Moo:
The Pursuit of Spiritual Wholeness: The Opportunity Afforded by Trials (1:2-18)
A. Enduring Trials Brings Spiritual Maturity (1:2-4)
B. Wholeness Requires Wisdom, Which God Gives to All Who Ask in Faith (1:5-8)
C. Both Poor and Rich Christians Need to View Themselves as God Does (1:9-11)
D. God Rewards the Person Who Endures Trials (1:12)
E. While God Tests His People, He Never Tempts Them to Sin (1:13-18)197
Craig Blomberg and Mariam Kamell:
II.Statement of Three Key Themes (1:2-11)
A. Trials in the Christian Life (1:2-4)
B. Wisdom (1:5-8)
C. Riches and Poverty (1:9-11)
III.Restatement of the Three Themes (1:12-27)
A. Trials/Temptations in Relation to God (1:12-18)
B. Wisdom in the Areas of Speech and Obedience (1:19-26)
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C. The “Have-Nots” and the Responsibility of the “Haves”: The Thesis of the Letter
(1:27)198
Peter Davids:
Opening Statement 1:2-27
A. First segment: testing, wisdom, wealth 1:2-11
a. Testing produces joy 1:2-4
b. Wisdom comes through prayer 1:5-8
c. Poverty excels wealth 1:9-11
B. Second segment: testing, speech, generosity 1:12-27
a. Testing produces blessedness 1:12-18
b. Pure speech contains no anger 1:19-21
c. Obedience requires generosity 1:22-25
d. Summary and transition 1:26-27199
Ralph Martin:
Enduring Trials (1:2-19A)
1. Trials, Wisdom, Faith (1:2-8)
2. The Reversal of Fortunes (1:9-11)
3. Testing: Its Source and Mischief—and Rationale (1:12-19A)200
Textual Notes
Verses 9-11
The theme of verses 9-11 is reversal.201 The verses “introduce the topic of wealth and poverty
and unfold the startling reversal in roles between rich and poor. James begins with the present
tense imperative to ‘boast’ [kauchasthō], normally a negative concept referring to an
inappropriate expression of pride or inflated sense of righteousness. Outside of this verse and
4:16, all the other appearances in the NT come in Paul, and many of them are negative. The verb,
however, can also have the ‘positive meaning of rejoicing or glorying in God, which comes from
the OT.’ Given James’s dependence on the thought world of the OT, it is not surprising that he
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uses it in this sense.”202 Similarly, Davids writes, “James exhorts these poor Christians to boast
or glory [kauchasthō] in their exaltation. The use of this term here and in 4:16 is surprising, for
all its other uses in the NT are in Paul (35 times), where it often means pride or boasting in the
negative sense, as also in 4:16 (e.g. Gal. 6:13; Eph. 2:9; Rom. 2:23; 1 Cor. 1:29; 2 Cor. 5:12). But
it also has the positive meaning of rejoicing or glorying in God, which comes from the OT (Pss.
32[31]:11; 149:5). . . . Here in James the poor person is called upon to exult because God has
chosen him for an exalted position (cf. 2:5; Mt. 5:3, 5).”203
The word “brother” describes a “person (man or woman) who belongs to the family of God
through faith in Christ . . . . James’s description of this bother conjures up a rich biblical
tradition. The word he uses could be translated ‘lowly,’ ‘poor,’ or ‘humble’ (NIV paraphrases
with ‘humble circumstances’). The LXX, especially in the Psalms, uses the word to depict a
person who is of little significance in the world’s evaluation, even one who is oppressed by the
world (see, e.g., Ps. 10:18; 18:27; 34:18; 81:3; 102:17; 138:6). Used in this sense, the word is
sometimes paired with ‘orphan’ or ‘widow’ . . . Usually included in these lowly circumstances is
poverty, and so the word can at times virtually be equivalent to ‘poor’ (e.g., Amos 2:7; 8:6; and
note that several versions [NLT; TEV; CEV] translate with ‘poor’ here). But the word can also
focus less on status or outward circumstances and more on attitude, in which case the opposite of
the word ‘haughty’ or ‘proud’ . . . . Since the contrast in this context is between ‘humble’ and
‘rich’ (v. 10), James is clearly using the word to describe the believer’s socioeconomic
situation.”204
The word hypsos (“exaltation”) provides an “obvious spatial contrast with tapeinos [“humble/
lowly”]. The term can denote any kind of ‘height,’ whether of stature . . . or rank (1 Macc 1:40;
10:24). . . . The exaltation can be read as including the future reward of the one who endures,
which is promised by 1:12, and therefore be seen as eschatological . . . . But it also has already
been realized in God’s election of the poor to be ‘rich in faith’ in the kingdom (2:5).”205
Moving into verse 10, Luke Timothy Johnson writes that the “meaning of the term plousios is
not in doubt: in contrast to the polyvalent tapeinos, it refers specifically to material wealth. In the
Mediterranean as in other cultures, wealth itself commanded certain privileges (see James 2:1-4).
In the sayings of Jesus, the rich are uniformly treated harshly (see Matt 19:23-24; Mark 10:25;
12:41; Luke 6:24; 12:16; 14:12; 16:19; 18:25). James continues that tradition in 2:5-6 and
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5:1-6.”206 But the question that occupies commentators in this verse is whether or not the rich
person described is a fellow brother in the Lord. In an article on the passage, H. H. Drake
Williams, III explains the discussion within James scholarship on the issue:
Scholars are not in agreement whether the rich person in James 1:9-l1 is a Christian
sbeliever or not. Those who believe that the rich man is a Christian believer notice the
parallelism between 1:9 and 1:10-11 and assume that the idea of brother is continued
from 1:9 into 1:10-11. The structure of 1:9-10 suggests that the verb for boasting in 1:9
[kauchasomai] would be understood as the verb of 1:10. These scholars also see that
Christians with wealth are warned in other sections of James (e.g. 2:1-4; 4:13-17).
Finally, they note that there is a lengthy Christian history that supports the rich one in
1:10-11 as referring to Christian believers.
Other scholars, however, have recently challenged this position, believing that the rich
person is a non-Christian. They notice the absence of the word ‘brother’ [adelphos] in
1:10 and consider this omission to be deliberate. They notice that when the word for the
rich one [plousios] in 1:10 occurs in 2:6-7 that it refers to the non-Christian. The rich
non-Christian is in view also from 5:1-5 (cf. 2:14-17). Furthermore, they believe that
1:10-11 says nothing explicit about the spiritual future for the rich person. The text only
notes the destruction that awaits the rich as they go about their business (1:11). They also
find the Jewish idea of boasting which is found in 1:9 as referring to eschatological
judgement of the non-Christian (cf. Sir. 11:18-19; Aboth 4:4). As a result, these scholars
believe that eschatological judgment of non-Christians is envisioned. It is not only the
riches of the wealthy that will pass away but also the rich person in the eschatological
judgement of God.207
In the end, it is a difficult decision, and different commentators take different views. McKnight
writes that “more have sided with the view that, in his use of deep and strong irony in the verse,
the ‘rich’ person is not a brother. . . . If we explore the teachings of Jesus on the matter, we are
drawn once again to the stereotypical contrast between the righteous poor and the unrighteous
rich (Luke 6:24).”208 Moo, on the other hand, writes that “this conclusion is not certain. The
word ‘rich’ in fact occurs quite rarely in the OT as a synonym for the wicked. . . . And, of course,
beside the rich man condemned for his luxurious lifestyle, we also find in Luke a rich taxcollector, Zacchaeus, who finds salvation. James also implies that the community to which he
writes might at least have within it some who are fairly well-off, for they are able to travel on
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business and brag about their hopes to make money (4:13-17). While James’s negative use of the
word elsewhere must be given weight, then, the word ‘rich’ in itself does not settle the matter of
the spiritual status of the person James here addresses.”209 And, last, Blomberg and Kamell write
that James “does contrast the physically rich and poor as literal opposites in this paragraph, but
potentially alludes to their spiritual state as well,” going on to conclude that the “Christian
interpretation [of the ‘rich’] seems preferable.”210 One final consideration is that, even if James is
referring to the non-believing rich in his context, the warning still has application for a rich
brother. Wealth is a precarious ground for hope whether one is a follower of Christ or not.
In verses 10b-11, James “backs up his warning to the rich person with a reminder of the
transitoriness of all human wealth and status. The annual death of vegetation provides a natural
metaphor for this purpose, and James draws on a rich biblical tradition when he uses it here. The
most famous example is Isa. 40:6b-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. Surely the people are grass. The grass withers and the flowers fall, but he word of our
God stands forever.’ But see also Ps. 103:15-16: ‘As for man, his days are like grass, he
flourishes like a flower of the field; the wind blows over it and it is gone, and its place
remembers it no more.’ . . . And so, James asserts, the rich person will pass away like a wild
flower. Those who think that this ‘rich person’ is a non-Christian whom James is condemning
usually take the imagery of ‘passing away’ to refer to judgment. But the verb ‘pass away’ is
never used in the NT to denote judgment. Rather, it typically has the idea ‘cease to exist,’ as, for
example, in Matt. 24:35: ‘Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass
away’ (cf. also Matt. 5:18; 1 Pet. 3:10). However, the lexical point cannot be pressed too far,
since James is using the verb here as part of an image.”211
On verse 11, Blomberg and Kamell summarize:
This verse concludes the eschatological upheaval James presents by supplying a series of
illustrations. James uses four gnomic aorists, which portray timeless truths rather than
past events. First, he depicts the sun rising with its “scorching heat” or “wind” [tō
kausōni]. This term can refer to the oppressive heat or to the searing, sirocco wind that
swept through the desert. Either can quickly produce drought, but the desiccating winds
seem more likely in view (cf. NASB—“with a scorching wind”), because the heat of the
day peaks not at the sun’s rising but in early afternoon. Moreover, the term need not refer
to either the sun or the wind alone; a combination of the two would thoroughly destroy all
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but the hardiest of plants. Martin highlights two elements in this illustration: “the
complete and swift destructiveness of the wind” and “the inevitability of its coming.”212
Next, James points out three different ways in which the plant’s life is completely ended:
“the grass withers and its flower falls and [lit.,] the beauty of its face is destroyed.”
“Face” (prosōpou) is a Semitism for “appearance.” The genitive appears to be attributed,
hence, “beautiful appearance.” The final fate of a flower’s beauty and glory turns out to
be utter ruin, destroyed by the extremes of the elements and brought low by nature’s
cycles. In identical fashion, the rich will fade away even in the midst of their daily
pursuits. As with the flowers, their destruction is inevitable and thorough.213
The word “pursuits” in the phrase “in the midst of his pursuits” comes from the word poreia,
which is a noun derived from the verb poreuomai, “I go.” The noun “ranges in meaning from
literal journeys (Num 33:2; Luke 13:22) to a ‘way of life’ (Prov 2:7; Jer 10:23).”214 It is
understood in different ways. For example, Blomberg and Kamell write, “Some argue that ‘daily
life’ [hē poreia] refers more specifically to business activities and that James is claiming that, in
the midst of trying to make more money, the rich will pass away. But the root of this word means
simply ‘comings’ or ‘goings.’ More probably, James implies just that, while ‘on the go’ from
place to place, the rich will die, regardless of the specific activity they are engaged in at that
moment.”215 Moo, for his part, writes that the word “business” is a “good translation for a Greek
word that can mean either ‘journeys’ (the word is plural) or ‘way of life.’”216 And Martin and
Davids both mention that the phrase is a Hebrew expression meaning “way of life” and opt for
that translation.217
Verses 16-18
In verse 16, we have “another hinge verse that could fit with the preceding section as a final
warning. However, most commentators take it as the introduction to vv. 17-18. Vv. 16-18 are
thus best seen as a further discussion of what does and does not come from God. If God does not
send temptations, then the question naturally arises as to what he does give his people.”218 In this
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verse James tells his audience not to be “deceived” (planaō), implying that some people were
being led astray in some way or another: “Unless this is an otiose remark, thrown in as an aside,
we should take it seriously and find it to register the presence of some alien teaching the readers
were being subjected to and were in danger of embracing. At the heart of that error was an
aspersion cast on the divine character.”219 McKnight also explains,
James’s rhetorical stance with his audience, indicated by “my beloved,” is nonetheless at
the same time a stance over against them: those (of us) who think tests are actual devious
attempts by God to seduce us into sin are gravely mistaken. Evidently, God’s goodness is
under question for some in the messianic community, and there are some traces of what
they were thinking: God’s simple response of goodness has been questioned (1:5), some
have suggested that God is temptable and tempts (1:13), and there is the suggestion that
God shifts like shadows (1:17). Thus we are led to think that 1:16-18 is a commentary on
a motif found in 1:2-15: the poor messianic community is undergoing (economic)
suffering and is tempted to react with violence and verbal abuse. At least some in the
community are tempted to think God is not good, that he does not dispense his wisdom to
those who trust him, that he does incite his people into sin, and that he is hard to trust
because he changes. . . . James thinks some in the community were deceived. The
deception on the part of the community James has in mind is neither simply cognitive nor
moral: it is also a deception at the level of faith and love. Those who are succumbing to
the idea that God is not altogether good are failing to love and trust God through their
trials. The gravity of James’s pastoral introduction is now clear: trials are leading some to
question God.220
Moving into verses 17-18, we find one of those “small units that are so common in the first
chapter of James. Commentators who tend to view the letter as a series of brief sayings drawn
from Christian and Jewish tradition (e.g., Dibelius) are content to let the verses stand on their
own. But most modern commentators rightly recognize that James uses these brief sections to
pursue a broader purpose. . . . Vv. 2-18 are bound into loose unity by the theme of trials and the
mature Christian response that is appropriate to them. As the conclusion to this unit, vv. 17-18
serve several purposes. First, they bring us back to the theme of the singleness and integrity of
God, especially in his giving (see v. 5). Second, as we have noted, this theme in turn provides a
contrast with vv. 13-15: God does not tempt to evil; he gives good gifts. And, third, the mention
of the ‘word’ (of God) in v. 18 introduces the theme that will dominate vv. 19-27.”221
The beginning of verse 17 literally reads, “every good giving and every perfect gift.” Moo
believes that this repetitive wording is for style purposes. “The words of the Greek text here form
219
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an imperfect hexameter. The repetition of the ‘giving’ idea, then, is necessary in order to create
this literary form, and no difference in meaning between the two Greek words should be seen.”222
McKnight also calls this a “neat parallelism,” perhaps “stemming from some poetic fragment.”223
Every one of these gifts, then, “is coming down from above,” i.e., from God. “The present tense
of the participle ‘coming down’ [katabainon], suggesting continuous or repeated action, indicates
how God consistently lavishes his gifts on us.”224
James also calls God the “Father of lights,” thus “showing God as the Creator. The ‘Father of
lights’ appears in a context referring to God’s activity — his showering good gifts on his
people.”225 Furthermore, with this God there is, literally, “no variation or shadow of change/
turning.” This phrase has come down to us in the Greek manuscripts in different ways. Other
examples include “no alteration of changing shadow,” “alteration or change of shadow,” and
“alteration or change or shadow of change.”226 On this, Johnson concludes that while the “phrase
seemed strange to scribes . . . and, therefore, seemed to call out for ‘correction,’” the “basic
meaning remains clear despite all the variations.”227 Blomberg and Kamell write that the phrase
“probably once formed a technical, scientific expression, but that meaning has been lost in Koine
Greek. These words, nevertheless, ‘often refer to astronomical phenomena in the ancient world,’
and James almost certainly uses this expression with a similar referent here.”228
On verse 17 and its cosmological metaphors, McKnight summarizes:
If the general image is clear – all good things come from God in heaven – the specifics
are not. Trouble confronts the interpreter of “the Father of lights.” In general, there are
three options: that “lights” refers to (1) “stars” and planets, (2) human rulers, or (3)
angels. Few consider the second option viable, and closer scrutiny reveals that the first
and third are more similar than they might first appear. The ancients considered the stars
to be angels (cf. Judg 5:20; Job 38:7). . . . The issue for James is not that we can now
discern his cosmology. Rather, the stars represent a dramatic exhibition either of the
routine, consistent, and constant or of the constantly changing and shifting pattern of the
angelic bodies in the skies. With the first, God is like the faithfulness of these fixed
bodies in the heavenlies, his goodness can therefore be counted on, and the temptations
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the community faces are not from God. Or God is unlike the astral bodies with their
constant change and is not both a testing and a tempting God. Either way, “the Father of
lights” is one “with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change,” and the
temptations do not derive from God. The logical flow seems to favor the view that James
sees God and the stars alike in their constancy, for it would be hard to know why he
would bring up the stars if only to say God is not like them. The vocabulary, however,
favors the more common view that James has brought up the stars in their changes only
to deny their similarity to God. Thus, James sees God as does John in 1 John 1:5: “God is
light and in him there is no darkness at all.” So both “variation” and “shadow due to
change” probably (though not certainly) come from language used to describe stars and
heavenly bodies in their various sorts of changes and shifts across the sky.229
In verse 18, James offers no connecting words that would show the relationship of this verse to
the previous one, but it seems clear that he “rounds out this section by giving the preeminent
example of a good gift that God offers us.”230 The verse uses birth imagery (apokueō, “bring
forth/give birth to”) and, “especially following reference to God as ‘father,’ may refer to God’s
creation of human beings. . . . But James could also be referring to God’s redemptive work rather
than creative work. Donald Verseput has pointed out that v. 17, with its language of God as ‘the
Father of lights,’ may echo the Jewish morning prayer, a prayer that moves directly from
acknowledging God as creator of the heavenly lights to God as redeemer of his people. 231
Moreover, the language James uses in the verse, while capable of a general ‘cosmological’
application, is more likely to be read in a soteriological light. The verb ‘give birth to,’ in its only
other occurrence in the NT, has been used in v. 15 metaphorically with reference to spiritual
birth. ‘Firstfruits’ is a customary way of denoting Christians in the NT (see especially 2 Thess.
2:13; Rev. 14:4; and also Rom. 16:5; 1 Cor. 16:15). But the most important piece of evidence in
favor of a redemptive ‘birth’ here is the phrase ‘the word of truth.’ The syntax suggests that this
‘word’ is the instrument through which God brings people to life. All four of the other
occurrences of the phrase in the NT refer to the gospel as the agent of salvation (2 Cor. 6:7; Eph.
1:13; Col. 1:5; 2 Tim. 2:15).”232
Davids also writes that the phrase “word of truth” could be a “reference to God’s word in the OT,
which is frequently called true (Ps. 119:43; but also Je. 23:28; Dt. 22:20; Pr. 22:21); in the NT,
however, while never becoming a univocally technical term, the word of truth does frequently
229
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mean the gospel (2 Cor. 6:7; Eph. 1:18; Col. 1:5; 2 Tim. 2:15; 1 Pet. 1:25 . . .), and in 2 Cor. 6:7
it appears with this meaning without the article.”233 This, then, has relevance for whether James
refers to creation or redemption in this verse: “While one has precedent for creation by the word
of God or for calling God’s word (i.e. the law) a word of truth, only Christian and post-Christian
sources provide real parallels to James’s ‘bringing forth by the word of truth.’ This fact secures
the reference to the gospel and regeneration.”234
General Scholarly Comment
Ralph Martin
This letter has as its background a community that was socially stratified. The author must
therefore address the issue of how the poor members would react to the presence of wealthy and
influential forces, whether inside or exerted from the outside on that community. The pericope of
1:9-11 is designed to offer a measure of consolation and support to James’ readers, who, as
among the Lord’s poor, were faced by the prospect of living in an unequal society. Whether the
rich person of 1:10 was a fellow believer or (more likely) a representative of an economic and
social power whose hostility to the church may be seen in a later part of the letter (2:6-7) is hard
to determine precisely. But since the writer’s sympathies are on the side of the poor in this
paragraph the choice is not all-important. The point made is that the “brother who is lowly” has
reason not to be envious or sour-spirited, since the doom and downfall of the godless rich is on
the imminent horizon.
. . . The poor believer is bidden to reflect that all life is transitory and temporal, yet God is
concerned with its ultimate meaning. So the promise of “exaltation” is intended to beckon to
eternal values, to be elaborated at 2:5. The rich person is reminded forcefully that the secret in
life does not lie in the abundance of one’s possessions (Luke 12:15). Indeed, a person’s claim to
material gains is tenuous at best, as the rich farmer discovered in the parable (Luke 12:16-21).
The forces of nature on which, in a Palestinian agrarian culture, farmers depended for livelihood
and in good years for prosperity are fickle. The sun that opens the grain can also blister the
growing shoots and turn the flower-filled field into a wilderness in a short time. The emphasis
falls on the uncertainty of riches and the swiftness of ruin once the natural phenomena turn
hostile. The counsel in the different world of the Pastoral Epistles (1 Tim 6:9-10, 17-19) is to the
same effect.
As in the case of the enterprising and affluent farmer of whom Jesus spoke, human resources are
swept away in a moment and the real self is laid bare. The perils of those in every age who on the
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upwardly mobile path of success and fortune never stop to “lay up treasure in heaven” (contrast
James 5:3) and take thought for life’s true meaning are tellingly exposed. 235
Peter H. Davids
Verses 9-11 form the third subsection of the opening. Now the author introduces the topic of the
rich and the poor, to which he will devote more than an entire chapter later in his epistle. The
poor, he argues, are highly honored when they are Christians, for God has given them a high
position despite their low state in the world. The wealthy, however, may seem powerful now, but
God will bring them low in the end unless they humble themselves now. Here is a reversal of
status indeed; such a reversal finds its Christian parallel in the Lucan beatitudes and the
Magnificat.236
[On vv. 16-18]: Since God does not send the test, the way is open to discuss what he does send:
he gives good gifts, which is probably a reference to his gift of wisdom or the spirit which will
help one in the test, for that is his unchanging nature. In fact, this truth has already been
demonstrated by the new birth through the gospel by which the Christian is the firstfruit of the
redemption of God’s creation.237
Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell
Here James intends merely to introduce what has often been called “the great reversal.” The
theme of the unjust rich and the pious poor trading places when God judges the world has a long
biblical history. But if we are right that James speaks of both poor and rich as Christians here,
this is not an exact replica of that pattern. Still, as background to the exaltation of the poor and
humiliated believer, one thinks of the exodus, the defeat of the Canaanites, psalms and proverbs
that promise rewards for piety even among the impoverished, and the prophetic hopes for a
coming day when exiled Israel’s fortunes will be restored, both literally and figuratively.
The Virgin Mary prophesied the lifting up of the humble and the throwing down of “rulers from
their thrones” (Lk 1:52). In Jesus’ teaching, Matthew’s and Luke’s versions of the first beatitude
(Mt 5:3, Lk 6:20) combine to show that the ‘poor’ who are blessed are both the economically
marginalized and those who trust in God as their only hope. . . . The illustration of vv. 10b-11a
endured as a proverb among Jews and Jewish Christians. If not directly quoting the prophet,
James is clearly alluding to segments of Isa 40:6-8. The prophet is told to cry out that “all people
are like grass, and all human faithfulness is like the flowers of the field. The grass withers and
the flowers fall, because the breath of the LORD blows on them. Surely the people are grass. The
grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God endures forever.” First Peter 1:24-25
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quotes from these words, again suggesting that they may have been incorporated into basic,
foundational Christian instruction before either James or Peter wrote their letters.
At first glance, v. 9 could appear to promote passivity, as if teaching that, because God will one
day right all wrongs, we must meanwhile just put up with injustice, including material
deprivation. But the text never says anything like that here, and 5:7-11 will suggest a somewhat
different approach . . . . Yet despite our best efforts, many wrongs are not righted in this life, so
that the beleaguered believer must have an eschatological perspective on affliction, as we saw in
1:2-4 . . .
Even in this life, Christians have access to immense spiritual privileges that can often help them
rise above their humiliating physical or social circumstances. The faith, joy, and selflessness of
impoverished Two-Thirds World believers regularly put visiting First-World Christians to shame.
Rich believers, which by global standards include almost everyone who has access to this book,
must beware of taking pride in their possessions. How many of us have fallen so in love with this
world that, if we knew we were to die tonight, we would experience genuine sorrow because of
missed opportunities for various earthly pleasures? James does not teach that a person cannot be
both rich and Christian, but he does suggest here that one’s attitude to possessions proves crucial.
Unless we recognize the utter transience of this life and the potential suddenness of its end, and
unless we live each moment for Christ with a sense of urgency about redeeming the time (Eph
5:16), we risk tacitly worshiping the world.238
[On vv. 16-18] If God is not directly responsible for producing anything evil, then it logically
follows that what he is directly responsible for creating or giving can be only good. The most
fundamental biblical background for this concept is Genesis 1-3. Everything that God fashioned
on the six days of creation he observed to be “good” (1:4, 10, 12, etc.). Their corruption came
only later, as the result of human sin (ch. 3). But God’s plans will not be thwarted; human history
will end with the re-creation of a new heavens and a new earth (Rev 21-22). . . . We owe our
very salvation to his sovereign will (v. 18), so we can surely entrust all lesser items to it as well.
Because God is single-minded in giving only good gifts, we can be single-minded in following
him and his will.239
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JAMES #4 ( 1 : 12 - 15 )
Introduction
In this passage, James encourages the believer to remain steadfast when tested and not to blame
God for one’s own inclination to sin. He begins in verse 12, which connects to the subject matter
of what has preceded and what will immediately follow, by assuring his audience that the one
who endures the trial will be rewarded. In the next three verses he makes clear that when the
follower of Christ is tempted/tested, it is not because God is trying to tempt anyone. It is, rather,
because of the desire for evil that lurks within all of us.
Structure
On the structure of this section, Douglas Moo writes that verse 12 is the “hinge between vv. 2-11
and vv. 13-18. Older commentators (and most English versions), noting the shift in subject that
occurs between vv. 11 and 12 and the introduction in v. 12 of the ‘test’/‘tempt’ language that
dominates the next several verses, attach the verse to vv. 13-15. But the trend in recent years is to
attach v. 12 to vv. 2-11. This trend reflects the current literary approach to the Bible, with its
interest in the various devices that ancient authors used to organize their material. One of these
devices, inclusio, uses common words or ideas at both the beginning and the end of a discrete
section of material. As the verbal resemblances we pointed out above reveal, vv. 2-4 and v. 12
appear to form just such an inclusio. But v. 12 has obvious connections with vv. 13-15 as well.
The Greek, word for ‘test’ in v. 12, peirazō, is the same word that is translated ‘tempt’ in vv.
13-14. Using this term as a link-word, therefore, James makes the transition from testing to
temptation.”240 Below is Moo’s outline followed by a few others:
The Pursuit of Spiritual Wholeness: The Opportunity Afforded by Trials (1:2-18)
A. Enduring Trials Brings Spiritual Maturity (1:2-4)
B. Wholeness Requires Wisdom, Which God Gives to All Who Ask in Faith (1:5-8)
C. Both Poor and Rich Christians Need to View Themselves as God Does (1:9-11)
D. God Rewards the Person Who Endures Trials (1:12)
E. While God Tests His People, He Never Tempts Them to Sin (1:13-18)241
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Craig Blomberg and Mariam Kamell:
II. Statement of Three Key Themes (1:2-11)
A. Trials in the Christian Life (1:2-4)
B. Wisdom (1:5-8)
C. Riches and Poverty (1:9-11)
III. Restatement of the Three Themes (1:12-27)
A. Trials/Temptations in Relation to God (1:12-18)
D. Wisdom in the Areas of Speech and Obedience (1:19-26)
E. The “Have-Nots” and the Responsibility of the “Haves”: The Thesis of the Letter
(1:27)242
David Nystrom:
Building Christian Maturity (1:2-1:27)
A. Trials and Temptations (1:2-11)
B. The Evil Desire (1:12-18)
C. True Religion is Compassion in Action (1:19-27)243
Peter Davids:
Opening Statement 1:2-27
A. First segment: testing, wisdom, wealth 1:2-11
a. Testing produces joy 1:2-4
b. Wisdom comes through prayer 1:5-8
c. Poverty excels wealth 1:9-11
B. Second segment: testing, speech, generosity 1:12-27
a. Testing produces blessedness 1:12-18
b. Pure speech contains no anger 1:19-21
c. Obedience requires generosity 1:22-25
d. Summary and transition 1:26-27244
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Ralph Martin:
Enduring Trials (1:2-19A)
1. Trials, Wisdom, Faith (1:2-8)
2. The Reversal of Fortunes (1:9-11)
3. Testing: Its Source and Mischief—and Rationale (1:12-19A)245

Textual Notes
Verse 12
This verse begins with a “beatitude or blessing that can be entitled ‘the reward for obedience.’
We know beatitudes best from Jesus’ teaching in Mt 5:3-12, but the form appears frequently in
the OT and most prominently in Psalms, Proverbs, and the intertestamental book of Sirach.”246
The word “blessed” (makarios), as “rich in suggestion as it is varied in application, describes the
special favor of God on his people both physically and spiritually and the resultant state or
sphere in which they dwell.”247 Scot McKnight writes that “several elements combine to give
makarios its meaning” and goes on to list six:
(1) The source of this joy is God.
(2) There is an eschatological orientation: “It is not so much that life on earth is
abandoned, for James clearly does not permit such exclusiveness or withdrawal, but
that fullness and final justice await the follower of Jesus in the kingdom of God,
whether this is an earthly inauguration of that kingdom or the future ultimate
manifestation in the new heavens and new earth.”
(3) The notion of reversal shapes the context and substance of the blessing.
(4) The blessing is conditional: “The messianic community is exhorted to love God and
others and to live faithfully under trial, to use one’s words with wisdom, to care for
the poor and widows, etc. Those who do such things will find the joy James promises.
James 1:12 brings this to the surface in ‘who endures,’ ‘one has stood the test,’ and ‘to
those who love him.’”
(5) The eschatological shape of the blessing has already been inaugurated: “James does
not have in mind simply a hope in heaven but a reality into which the messianic
Jewish (and poor) community can now enter.”
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(6) The nature of the blessing is not in material abundance but in an “inner confidence
that God will bring to fruition his promises and kingdom and in a morally-formed
character and community.”248
The Greek for “passed the test” comes from dokimos, which is the same root as dokimion, the
word James used in 1:3 to describe the “testing” of one’s faith that produces steadfastness. The
same idea is present here as James refers to the “approval that comes from actually passing the
est.”249 The word “crown” probably “conveys to most of us a gem-studded headpiece worn by
kings and queens. But people in the Greco-Roman world would probably have thought more
often of the laurel wreath given to the victors in athletic contests. Paul uses the word in this way
in 1 Cor. 9:25: ‘Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to gain
a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever.’ James probably also
has the imagery in view, since the victory of a trained and disciplined athlete in a race is a fitting
image of the reward that God bestows on those who remain faithful to him over the often long
and difficult race of life. If James, then, uses the crown to refer to the idea of reward, then the
word life following crown will indicate what the reward is. Revelation 2:10, a word of Jesus to
suffering Christians, is similar: ‘Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the
crown of life.’ James indicates that God has promised the reward to those who love him. It is
fruitless to try to pin down a specific promise that James might have in mind, for promised
reward for obedience and faithfulness is found throughout the Scriptures.”250
Further, Blomberg and Kamell explain that the genitive phrase “crown of life” is “best taken as
appositional (“the crown which is life”) . . . because the prize for which Christians strive is
eternal life (cf. Rev 2:10).”251 On the concept of reward, David Nystrom writes,
Particularly in the Protestant tradition we are most comfortable with “salvation as a free
gift.” To us the idea of a reward for living the Christian life seems distastefully like a
bribe offered by God. We must distance ourselves from our modern idea of “bribe” and
recognize that the New Testament is comfortable with its idea of reward. In 1 Corinthians
9:24-27 Paul employs the metaphor of a race to illustrate the Christian life, and he
concludes with a startling statement: “ I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I
have preached to others, I myself might not be disqualified for the prize.” . . . Even Jesus
spoke of reward: “Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the
same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matt. 5:12). The New
Testament idea of reward is not akin to our notion of a bribe. Rather, it is a reminder of
the dignity, gravity, and integrity of the calling of God to which we have responded. It is
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an appeal to our pure inclination and a reminder of the example of the saints who have
gone before.252
Verses 13-15
In verse 13, “turning from those who pass the test, the author addresses a stern warning to those
who are about to abandon their resistance. For the first time in the work he drops into a so-called
diatribe style with imaginative dialogue and closing exhortation.”253 At this point, James moves
from the idea of “testing” to “temptation,” even though there are connections between the two
ideas and the same word-group is used throughout (peirasmos/peirazō). McKnight writes, “For
James, every test carries with it the possibility of the believer failing that test and turning it into a
temptation.”254 And Moo also offers a good explanation of the idea:
This is the best way to handle the movement of the text. No solid line should be drawn
between v. 12 and v. 13, as if James drops the topic of testing to take up the issue of
temptation. His concern, rather, is to help his readers resist the temptation that comes
along with the trial. For every trial brings temptation. Financial difficulty can tempt us to
question God’s providence in our lives. The death of a loved one can tempt us to question
God’s love for us. The suffering of the righteous poor and the ease of the wicked rich can
tempt us to question God’s justice, or even his existence. Thus testing almost always
includes temptation, and temptation is itself a test. “Preserving under the trial” (v. 12)
demands that we overcome these kinds of temptations. But James is specifically
concerned with a particular facet of the biblical worldview that might make such
resistance to temptation difficult. The OT often makes clear that God himself brings trials
into the lives of this people. “God tested Abraham” when he ordered him to sacrifice his
son Isaac (Gen. 22:1). He tested Israel by leaving the people surrounded by pagan nations
(Judg. 2:22). And he tested King Hezekiah by leaving him to his own devices in his
reception of the Babylonian envoys (2 Chron. 32:31; cf. 2 Kings 20:12-19). But while
God may test or prove his servants in order to strengthen their faith, he never seeks to
induce sin and destroy their faith. Thus, despite the fact that the same Greek root (peira-)
is used for both the outer trial and the inner temptation, it is crucial to distinguish them.255
Blomberg and Kamell note that “often when we encounter trials or temptations, we instantly seek
someone to blame. Possibly people in James’s congregations are blaming God for their trials,
making up an excuse for their own failures. This tactic produces a twisted picture of God,
however, as one who purposely puts obstacles in his people’s paths in order to tempt them to fall.
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Instead, James depicts God as the one who does not want his people to stumble and who gives
them the strength to endure temptation.”256
James goes on to emphasize that God “cannot be tempted with evil” (apeirastos kakōn). The
phrase “with evil” is a genitive and thus literally “of evil” (kakōn). Regarding this, Blomberg and
Kamell write,
Three main interpretations for the genitive of reference in this phrase compete for
acceptance. First, “of evil” [kakōn] could be a subjective genitive, leading to God as
“unable to be tempted by evil.” Second, it could be an objective genitive, yielding “God
cannot be tempted to do evil.” The corollary of this second approach is that God cannot
do evil by tempting us. The third option suggests the translation, “God ought not to be
tested by evil people.” Of these, the second makes the most sense, because contextually
James is discussing why one should not blame God for the evil that occurs. 257
How does the fact that God is not tempted contribute to James’s argument? Likely this serves to
highlight God’s utter lack of evil, either in himself or in his actions toward humans. Thus, this is
a “preliminary observation leading on to the main point: he himself tempts no one. ‘What must
be understood is that temptation is an impulse to sin, and since God is not susceptible to any such
desire for evil he cannot be seen as desiring that it be brought about in man.’”258 As McKnight
puts is, “‘God is not temptable, nor does he tempt.’ This double denial of temptation on the part
of God serves to make God’s goodness all the more clear.”259
In verse 14, the word “desire” (epithymia) can have a “neutral meaning in the NT (cf. Luke
22:15; Phil. 1:23), but the context here makes it clear that James uses it with its more typical NT
sense: fleshly, illicit desire.260 The word often carries for us a sexual connotation (and it has this
sense in the NT), but it usually has a broader meaning, including any human longing for what
God has prohibited. Similar occurrences of the word are found in 1 Pet. 2:11 — ‘Dear friends, I
urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against
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your soul’ — and 1 John 2:17 — ‘The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the
will of God lives forever.’”261
Many scholars connect James’s thought here to Jewish thinking. For example, McKnight
explains that “James lands firmly in the Jewish yetzer thinking (e.g., Gen 6:5; 8:21; see also 4:7).
To make sense of life by avoiding chaos, Jews had three options to explain evil: God is the cause
of evil, Satan is the cause of evil, or humans are the cause of evil. Jewish yetzer thinking focused
on the third while not denying the second as a contributing factor.262 Anchoring their thoughts to
an expression in Genesis 6:5 (yetzer hara‘, the evil inclination), Jews constructed the belief that
in each human heart are two yetzers: the evil desire (yetzer hara‘) and the good desire (yetzer
hatov).”263 Similarly, Davids writes that, “as many commentators have noted, this is one of the
clearest instances in the NT of the appearance of yēṣer theology . . . . In Jewish theology the evil
impulse is not per se evil, but is simply undifferentiated desire. Desire by nature will transgress
the limits of the law; thus the uncurbed yēṣer will certainly lead to sin. A Jew could easily have
written what James says about desire. Furthermore, it is clear that desire could lead to blaming
God, for in some streams of Jewish theology God created the evil impulse . . . . Desire is
necessary for human life. To prevent it from becoming destructive God gave the Torah . . . and
the good impulse.”264
At the same time, Moo points out that James does not mention any “innate positive tendency”
within human desire, and “his silence on this point might tempt us to align him with Paul’s more
pessimistic (in comparison with Jewish notions) perspective on human ability. But this would be
to engage in an argument from silence. The most we can say is that James, like other Jewish and
Christian authors, wants to place the responsibility for temptation and sin squarely on the
shoulders of each human being. Nor should we make anything of James’s omission of Satan as a
source of temptation. James refers to Satan elsewhere (4:7). But his purpose here is to highlight
individual responsibility for sin.”265
James says a person is tempted when by their own desire they are “lured” and “enticed,” both
Greek words that “come from the realm of hunting and fishing.”266 Johnson explains that the
literal meaning of the first word, exelkō, is “to physically drag someone away,” though it can be
used morally and metaphorically. The second word, deleazō, in noun form (delear) is “literally
261

Moo, James, 74.

262

See McKnight, James, 119 n. 262, for a list of relevant texts.

263

Ibid., 118-19. See also Martin, James, 36; Joel Marcus, “The Evil Inclination in the Epistle of James,” Catholic
Biblical Quarterly 44 (1982): 606-21.
264

Davids, James, 83.

265

Moo, James, 74-75.

266

Davids, James, 84.

!

85

‘bait,’ and the verb [deleazō] has the sense of ‘hooking with bait,’ that is, to entice or seduce.”267
While the metaphor is vivid, it should be balanced out with the following observation from Moo:
The bait on the fisherman’s hook would entice the fish; and, once hooked, the fish would
be dragged away. James, who if not a fisherman himself was certainly well acquainted
with the profession from his upbringing near the Sea of Galilee, may be thinking of
fishing as he uses the words here. And the analogy is certainly apt. The picture of Satan
casting the enticements of sin before us and then hooking us and dragging us away when
we “bite” is both vivid and terrifying. However, we must note that the two verbs involved
here had been used by Jewish authors before James to refer to the operation of sin. The
philosopher Philo provides a striking example: “There is no single thing that does not
yield to the enticement of pleasure, and get caught and dragged along in her entangling
nets” . . . . In other words, while originally taken from the context of fishing, the words
had been used in a spiritual sense often enough to have lost any notion of that original
context (much like “I took the bait”). And the order in which James puts the verbs —
“drag away” and then “entice,” contrary to what happens when fishing — might confirm
this suspicion.268
In verse 15, the progression of evil is now “graphically described in terms of human reproductive
processes. . . . The ‘desire’ that in v 14 was active in setting a trap for the unwary person now
assumes a passive role and once having given consent to the temptation . . . is set on the road to
motherhood and childbearing.”269 On the words used in the verse, Johnson writes that the
“transitional adverb eita (‘then’) establishes a strong link between the previous statement and
this one,” with the “linked phrases forming a chain that leads to a rhetorical climax . . . . The two
parts of this verse are perfectly balanced with each containing a subject, predicative participle,
verb, and object: hamartia [“sin”] is the object of the first clause and the subject of the second.
The progression moves from desire to death and passes through sin. The sexual connotation of
epithymia . . . is exploited by the vivid sexual imagery of the present verse. Epithymia is
personified as a female who becomes pregnant.”270 McKnight provides the following diagram of
the progression:
A. desire (epithymia) " B. sin (hamartia) " C. death (thanatos)271
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Finally, the “underlying imagery of this verse taps into some very well-known OT wisdom texts.
For the image of ‘desire’ as a seductress luring the believer into an adulterous union that brings
death is reminiscent of the role played by the ‘loose woman’ in Proverbs 5-9. This figure, who
leads her guests into the depths of Sheol (Prov. 9:18), is contrasted with wisdom, who gives life
to those who embrace her (Prov. 8:35). Since James has mentioned wisdom in v. 5, it may be that
he has this OT imagery in mind as he contrasts the life given to those who endure trials (v. 12)
with the death produced in those who allow desire to run its course (v. 15). Solomon’s vivid
metaphor is designed to paint temptation in its true colors. So also James wants to warn believers
of the danger of giving in to temptation in the midst of trials.”272
General Scholarly Comment
Peter H. Davids
James now returns to the theme of [peirasmos] that was first discussed in 1:2-4. After a brief
recapitulation in traditional terms, he goes on to argue that one dare not blame God for failing the
test. One fails because of giving heed to the evil impulse (yēṣer) within. In saying this James
disassociates God from the test, as many Jewish writers had already done, but instead of
appealing to the devil as the source (which is the normal Jewish solution and one which he will
later indicate he believes), he calls to his aid the Jewish teaching on the evil impulse in man
which allows him to keep the responsibility squarely on the individual.273
Ralph P. Martin
If there is a distinction to be made between the trials of 1:3-5 and the tests spoken of at v. 12, it is
still feasible to believe that the two ideas are not unrelated. The readers’ experience of
persecution (to be elaborated in such later places as 2:5-7; 5:6, 13) would only exacerbate the
problem of the age-old difficulty: Why do the righteous suffer? . . . The testing referred to in v 12
lay exactly in the threat of unbelief that was brought to the surface by their hardship and which,
in turn, compelled them to raise some tough questions about the sovereign control and lordship
of God in the face of the trials they were called on to endure.
The obvious “easy answer” offered to explain their present miseries was evidently that God had
lost patience with them and as a mark of disfavor had abandoned them to their fate. Or else the
proposal was that he was deliberately testing them with malevolent designs in view. James
cannot accept either proposition. He retorts with one of the strongest affirmations in biblical
literature to the effect that moral accountability is both personal and inevitable. . . . Each person
is tempted by his own evil desires, which is the root cause. 274
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Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell
Even when believers perceive nothing good coming from affliction in this life, they can look
forward to a magnificent eternal compensation for their suffering. . . . “Blessed” is sometimes
translated as “happy,” for the sake of using more contemporary English . . . . But this can too
easily suggest an emotion . . . . Emotional happiness may be the last thing we can conjure up
when we face trials! Rather, the word here means “fortunate” — because of the coming reward
of eternal life. But we may have to persevere for a prolonged period of time until we have passed
whatever test God has for us and become “approved” (NASB) or shown to be “genuine” (NET).
At the same, he always makes his power available to help us, through his indwelling Spirit, so
that when we do respond properly, it is still by God’s grace. When we do not, we cannot
legitimately protest that we had no alternative (cf. 1Co 10:13). 275
. . . Believers’ responses determine whether suffering will ultimately prove a test to pass or a
temptation to sin. Thus, when we do experience temptation, we dare not blame God but only
ourselves. Intriguing is the absence of all mention of Satan or his minions here. James knows of
the devil’s role in temptation (note the “demonic wisdom” in 3:15) and will later call Christians
to resist him (4:7). But here James’s emphasis remains on people owning their own
responsibility. 276
Luke Timothy Johnson
The argument of chapter one now enters its climactic stage. James’ readers were told to perceive
testing from a certain perspective in 1:2-8: testing is a matter not for sorrow but for joy, since it
enables faith to reach perfection. In 1:9-12, the premise for that view of tings was enunciated by
showing how God is deeply involved in human destiny. But precisely that principle now requires
clarification. If God is an active agent in the process by which humans are proven worthy of the
crown of life, is it not fair to place responsibility for every sort of testing and temptation on God?
The declaration of the imagined interlocutor in 1:13, therefore, “I am being tempted by God,” is
not trivial. It exposes a fundamental problem—or mystery—at the heart of covenantal theology.
Within the framework of a polytheistic religious system, the problems of theodicy are less
severe. This god or that might prove mischievous to humans, but the divine system itself cannot
be held to blame. Indeed, it tends to be self-adjusting. The gods have problems of their own, just
like humans. It makes no sense to blame them for human failings.
The biblical tradition, however, establishes humans in relationship with a single, personal, allpowerful God who is Master of the Universe and source of all that is. This relationship,
furthermore, is portrayed in narrative and prophecy as intensely interactive, with—as James
himself has suggested—God intimately involved in the destiny of individual humans. . . . [Thus,]
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in 1:14-1:19a, James responds to the wrong perception with the correct understanding of the
roots of temptation and of God’s relationship to humans. 277
David P. Nystrom
When misfortune strikes, we tend to look for something or someone else to blame. Tragedy is
often random and mindless: An infant is killed by a stray bullet fired in a drive-by shooting; an
airliner crashes, killing hundreds; a young woman dies in an automobile accident, the victim of a
drunk driver. Senseless tragedy leaves us feeling numb, powerless, and uncertain. These are the
sorts of situations that arise on the horizon of our text; thus, James turns his attention from those
who endure and pass the test (v. 12) to those about to abandon the effort.
It is common for humans to attribute difficulties or evil to Satan, or to God, or to the whims of
fate. Homer has Zeus complain: “It is incredible how easily human beings blame the gods and
believe us to be the source of their troubles, when it is their own wickedness and stupidity that
brings upon them sorrows more severe than any which Destiny would assign.” Proverbs 19:3
makes the point well: “A man’s own folly ruins his life, yet his heart rages against the LORD.”
When confronted by God in the Garden of Eden, Adam pleads innocence and blames Eve (Gen.
3:12-13). Eve in turn blames the serpent, and by extension God the creator. Neither takes
responsibility for his or her actions. How human they are, and how quickly they prove
themselves willing to place their relationship to each other and to God in jeopardy in the name of
self-interest!
To this James offers a trenchant response: “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting
me.’” James offers two reasons for this. God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt
anyone. God has nothing to do with temptation; and when we falsely accuse him or seek to force
him to prove himself, we are guilty of trying to tempt God. It is not unlikely that James was
reminded of the temptation narratives, in which Jesus quoted Deuteronomy 6:16 in response to
Satan: “Do not put the Lord your God to the test” (Matt. 4:7; Luke 4:12).
James knows the origin of temptation. It is not God, nor is it Satan and Satan alone. It is instead a
personal desire born of self-interest that renders us susceptible to the evil inclination and
therefore, at times, to the wiles of the evil one. We may wrongly seek to blame others, Satan, or
even God, but ultimately we are morally responsible. . . . James provides us with many contrasts
here: double-mindedness and single-mindedness; complete in sin and complete in spiritual
maturity; doubt and faith; death and true life. By the use of these parallels he makes his case that
individuals are accountable, and that it is wrong to see difficult circumstance as the result of a
God who can do evil or of a God who wishes to do good but does not have the power to aid those
in distress. Once again it is our attitude, our spiritual discernment, that makes the difference.278
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Conclusion
By way of conclusion, Blomberg and Kamell provide a good pastoral summary on the pull of our
desires that lead us toward sin and death: “Desire does not necessarily equate with lust, although
that is one common translation for this word. Rather, it refers here to any intense longing for an
improper object, that is, anything that gets in the way of our pursuit of God. This proves crucial
in pastoral ministry: what one person finds as intense temptation another person may never
experience as even a faint enticement, and vice-versa. Temptations are tailored to the individual,
and so we as believers must never belittle a person for struggling with something we think of as
inane. Instead, we must realize that each of us has particular battles nuanced specifically for us,
and we need to give both grace and exhortation to one another to stand firm in times of testing.
Conversely, we must always flee temptation, regardless of how ‘little’ it may seem to us. These
inner longings, James says, busily work to pull us away from our Lord.”279 In the end, James’s
call is to stand firm in whatever test or temptation we face, trusting that God is with us and for
us.
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JAMES #5 ( 1 : 19 - 27 )
Overview
In these verses, James begins with a proverb (v. 19) that is essentially expounded in the
remaining verses. The passage focuses on putting away anger, doing God’s will and not merely
listening to it, keeping one’s tongue in check, and living in line with God’s definition of religion
instead of our own. Earlier in the letter, James had introduced “his three most important themes
[1:2-11: trials, wisdom, and riches/poverty]. The rest of ch. 1 goes back through these themes
again, adding a distinctive but related emphasis to each. Previously, we saw the topic of trials
expanded by the addition of a discussion of temptations (vv. 12-18). Here, the subject of wisdom
is applied particularly to the area of speech ethics, reminding the readers that wisdom
necessitates obedience (vv. 19-26). As in vv. 5-8, James employs a simile, again using the rare
verb for ‘is like’ ([eoiken]; vv. 6, 23), strengthening the wisdom tie. Finally, the issue of
remedying the problems caused by class divisions between rich and poor is addressed in the
context of ‘true religion’ and the responsibility of the ‘haves’ for the ‘have-nots’ (v. 27). This
verse also appears to form the thesis for the entire letter.”280
The passage has close connections to its surrounding context: “‘My beloved brothers and
sisters’ (v. 19) repeats verbatim the address of 1:16. The ‘implanted word’ (v. 21) refers to the
new covenant message, just as ‘the word of truth’ did in v. 18. James pronounces a blessing (in
beatitude form) on the one doing Christian works in v. 25, just as he had blessed the one
enduring trials (v. 12). In fact, all of vv. 19-27 can be seen as explaining how to avoid turning
trials into temptations, as in vv. 13-18. Looking ahead, the theme of the right behavior of rich
toward poor (1:27) clearly anticipates the detailed elaboration of this theme in 2:1-26.”281
Structure
The structure of these verses is the “least clear of the passages so far surveyed. There is a
reasonable consensus that this passage can be broken into three subsections: vv. 19-21, 22-25,
and 26-27. But how are these parts related to each other and to the whole pericope?”282 Craig
Blomberg and Mariam Kamell go on to suggest seeing “v. 19 introducing the these statement of
the section, with its three commands to be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to anger. Vv.
20-21 then unpack the theme of being slow to anger. Vv. 22-25 develop the idea of being quick
to listen, with its emphasis that true listening to God’s Word leads to obedience. V. 26 then treats
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the topic of being slow to speak. . . . [and] v. 27 probably functions as James’s conclusion to all
of vv. 19-27.”283 Their outline is below, followed by a few others:
II. Statement of Three Key Themes (1:2-11)
A. Trials in the Christian Life (1:2-4)
B. Wisdom (1:5-8)
C. Riches and Poverty (1:9-11)
III. Restatement of the Three Themes (1:12-27)
A. Trials/Temptations in Relation to God (1:12-18)
D. Wisdom in the Areas of Speech and Obedience (1:19-26)
E. The “Have-Nots” and the Responsibility of the “Haves”: The Thesis of the Letter
(1:27)284
Peter Davids:
Opening Statement 1:2-27
A. First segment: testing, wisdom, wealth 1:2-11
a. Testing produces joy 1:2-4
b. Wisdom comes through prayer 1:5-8
c. Poverty excels wealth 1:9-11
B. Second segment: testing, speech, generosity 1:12-27
a. Testing produces blessedness 1:12-18
b. Pure speech contains no anger 1:19-21
c. Obedience requires generosity 1:22-25
d. Summary and transition 1:26-27285
Douglas Moo:
The Evidence of Spiritual Wholeness: Obedience to the Word (1:19-2:26)
A. Hasty Speech and Anger Do Not Please God (1:19-20)
B. Obedience to the Word Is the Mark of Genuine Christianity (1:21-27)
C. Discrimination against the Poor Violates Kingdom Law (2:1-13)
1. Discrimination in the Community Is Wrong (2:1-7)
2. Discrimination Is Wrong Because It Violates the Kingdom Law of Love
(2:8-13)
D. Saving Faith Reveals Itself in Works (2:14-26)286
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David Nystrom:
Building Christian Maturity (1:2-1:27)
A. Trials and Temptations (1:2-11)
B. The Evil Desire (1:12-18)
C. True Religion is Compassion in Action (1:19-27)287
Ralph Martin:
Applying the Word (1:19b-3:18)
1. The Obedience of Faith (1:19b-27)
2. Problems in the Assembly (2:1-13)
3. Faith and Deeds-Together (2:14-16)
4. Warning about Teachers and Tongues (3:1-12)
5. Two Types of Wisdom (3:13-18) 288

Textual Notes
Verses 19-21
Verse 19 begins with the word iste, which is either a command, “Know (this),” or an indicative
statement, “You know (this),” and there is some debate as to whether it points backwards or
forwards. Scot McKnight believes it refers to the previous verse: “It is quite likely that ‘you must
understand this’ should be rendered ‘you already understand this’ — that is, they already
understand themselves as the ‘first fruits’ of God’s redemptive plan.”289 However, Davids argues
that there is a “formal parallel between vv 16-18 and 19-21, both beginning with imperative and
vocative [‘my beloved brothers’] and both ending with a reference to the word in the context of
redemption.”290 Blomberg and Kamell also write that James “begins with the imperative
‘know’ [iste] and again addresses his audience as ‘beloved brothers and sisters,’ both softening
the abruptness of his command and disclosing familial concern and authority.”291 This is also
how the ESV and NIV understand the phrase.
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At any rate, it is still true that the moral imperatives in this verse rest on the theological base that
has preceded, where James emphasized that the “true God is the giver of every good and perfect
gift, the God who is constant and faithful. Human passions are volatile, human beings unreliable,
but God is rock solid.”292 And this God has made James’s audience “beloved brothers” (adelphoi
mou agapētoi): “Because they know the divine origins of their community and that their destiny
is to be the first fruits, they are to live a life of justice. Their eschatological destiny is to shape
their present existence. If the life setting of the messianic community was oppression by the rich,
then a singular temptation for each of them would have been revenge and even violence. James
makes the point clear: they are offspring of God and are to live out of that new birth into a new
life in the context of a community that forms an alternative society.”293
Moving into the content of these verses, it is clear that James is indebted to “widespread Jewish
wisdom teaching about speech and anger. The admonition to display wisdom by listening much
and talking little is found quite often. Indeed, one of the best known of all the proverbs is the one
found in Prov. 17:28: ‘Even a fool is thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds
his tongue’ (see also 10:19; 11:12, 13; 13:3). The theme is echoed in Jewish intertestamental
literature, a good example being Sir. 5:11-13: ‘Be quick to hear, and be deliberate in answering.
If you have understanding, answer your neighbor; but if not, put your hand on your mouth. Glory
and dishonor come from speaking, and a man’s tongue is his downfall.’ Moreover, these same
wisdom books sometimes link hasty speech and unrighteous anger . . . . Uncontrolled anger leads
to uncontrolled speech. How often do we find ourselves regretting words spoken ‘in the heat of
the moment’! The wise person, James reminds us, will therefore learn to control the emotion of
anger and so eliminate one of the most common sources of hasty and unwise speech.”294 At the
same time, “what is said in the context of a list of sayings of wisdom appears differently when
such sayings are baptized into the waters of James’s situation.”295 Thus, verse 19 is a proverb that
James has contextualized into his own setting.
The “anger” we are to be slow to “refers not so much to general outbursts of frustration as to
deeply-seated wrath or rage. We should be hesitant as believers to allow our anger to settle into
something that we nurse and that can control us. These last two activities that we are to ‘be
slow’ to undertake obviously reflect the greater of the three problems in James’s community (see
3:1-4:12), but all three are interconnected. Speaking and wrath link together whenever anger
provokes hasty speech, and often both of these problems stem from inadequate listening.”296
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In verse 20, the word gar, “for,” at the beginning tells us that James is about to give the reason
why we should be slow to anger, namely, it does not produce the “righteousness of God.” As
Blomberg and Kamell caution, “It is important to remember that this is not Paul writing, so that
when James talks about the ‘righteousness of God’ (dikaiosynēn theou), he may mean something
quite different than Paul’s characteristic subjective genitive (‘the righteousness produced by
God’; cf. Ro 1:17; 3:5, 21, 22, 25, 26; 10:3; 2Co 5:21; Php 3:9). Here the genitive ‘of
God’ [theou] seems objective, because James is insisting that human wrath does not create the
righteousness that can be offered or directed to God, the righteousness that we are called to live
out on earth and that he demands from his followers.”297 And Moo also writes,
Paul refers to an activity of God by which he puts people in right relationship with
himself; and this use of the OT language is the most important and distinctive we find in
the NT. But we would be wrong to think that James must be using the phrase in the same
way that Paul does. . . . The word “righteousness” in Jas. 1:20 must be understood in light
of the verb that governs it. And the combination “do” or “produce” righteousness makes
it very difficult to think that James could be referring to God’s act or gift of
righteousness. . . . We are on firmer ground in thinking that James uses the phrase
“produce righteousness” with the meaning it normally has in the Bible: do what God
requires of his people. 298
In verse 21, James begins with the word “Therefore” (dio) and “draws his conclusion to this
subsection together. Up to this point the has been using common proverbial material: he
concludes with material from Christian parenesis.”299 The Greek verb for “put away” is
apotithēmi, which, as Moo explains, “means to ‘take off.’ The word connotes the idea of
removing clothes (cf. 7:58), and the imagery is applied metaphorically in the NT to the ‘stripping
off’ of the pre-Christian lifestyle from the believer (see Rom. 13:12; Eph. 4:22, 25; Col. 3:8;
Heb. 12:1; 1 Pet. 2:1). James’s use of this term is another indication that he is probably citing
common early Christian teaching here.”300
One of the things James urges his audience to put away is “all filthiness” (rhyparia), which is a
word found only here in the NT. It refers to “external grime, as with filthy clothes, stained and
muddy. But it also conveys the deeper meaning of moral defilement, of spiritual stains on our
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souls.”301 Furthermore, “James uses the adjective from the same root in 2:2 to characterize the
clothes of a poor person. And we find the same term used to describe the garments that the high
priest Joshua must discard before being given a new, splendid set of clothes in Zech. 3:3-4. The
NIV ‘moral,’ therefore, is an attempt to capture the ethical nuance of a word that basically means
‘filth’ (NLT) or ‘sordidness’ (NRSV). James chooses a word that reminds us just how offensive
and detestable sin really is.”302
The phrase “with meekness/in humility” (en prautēti) could be understood “with the previous
clause or with the following, meaning either ‘take off . . . in humility’ or ‘in humility
receive. . . .’ Either way, the prepositional phrase employs an instrumental dative of manner,
describing here the way in which one should act. . . . But if we must choose, the case seems
stronger for taking it with the second clause, because receiving this transformed nature is
impossible unless one displays an attitude of humility, and the verb that would be modified is
much closer in the sentence.”303 Thus, James is exhorting his audience to humbly accept (ESV,
“receive with meekness”) something from God.
They are to put away moral filth and wickedness and, instead, receive the “implanted word,”
which can save their souls. There is discussion over whether the “word” (logos) to which James
refers is “implanted” or “innate,” as the Greek word emphytos can mean either. The word is
“used figuratively in Barnabas 1:2 and 9:9: ‘you have received such a measure of his grace
planted within you’; ‘the one who has placed the implanted gift of his covenant in us knew these
things.’ The word can also mean ‘innate,’ which might suggest that James has in mind the Judaic
notion of God’s image struck in the heart of every human, to which each person is summoned to
respond (3:9), or to a more Stoic notion of inborn reason. What discounts the latter most is that
James uses logos elsewhere as a near equivalent to Torah (see especially 1:18, 22-25), and one
would probably not be told to receive something that is innate. James could also have in mind a
counter-power to ‘inborn wickedness’ in Wisdom 12:10: ‘though you were not unaware that their
origin was evil and their wickedness inborn.’ Or even the wisdom they received from their
teachers. It is more likely, given James’s concern for Torah, Logos, and Torah observance, that he
has in mind the idea of having the Torah in one’s soul (cf. Deut 30:1, 11-14; Jer 31:33). But, this
understanding probably has shifted focus for James.”304
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Thus, “implanted word” is the “most likely meaning and implies that God has done a work in the
believers.”305 As Moo writes, “James’s language reminds his readers that they have experienced
the fulfillment of that wonderful promise [of Jer 31:33 where God will write his law on his
people’s hearts]. But it also reminds them that the word that has saved them cannot be dispensed
with after conversion. God plants it within his people, making it a permanent, inseparable part of
the believer, a guiding and commanding presence within. . . . The command to accept the word
implanted in you is not a command to unbelievers to be converted . . . but to believers to allow
the word to influence them in all parts of their lives.”306 It should also be noted that “James here
portrays salvation as future from the standpoint of the believer. Some Christians, accustomed to
equating salvation with conversion or regeneration, might be troubled by this future orientation.
But, in fact, such a focus is quite customary in the NT, where the verb ‘save’ and the noun
‘salvation’ often refer to the believer’s ultimate deliverance from sin and death that takes place at
the time of Christ’s return in glory (see, e.g., Rom. 5:9, 10; 13:11; 1 Thess. 5:9; Phil. 2:12; 1 Tim.
4:16; 2 Tim. 4:18; Heb. 9:28; 1 Pet. 1:5, 9; 2:2; 4:18).307
Verses 22-25
The appeal of James to his audience to receive the “implanted word (v. 21) is the main point of
vv. 21-27. But, typical of his concern that believers demonstrate the reality of faith in obedient
lives, James goes on to specify just what it means to ‘accept’ the word. Essentially, James argues
in vv. 22-25, to ‘accept’ the word means to ‘do’ it.” 308 James’s words here are in line with those
of Jesus: “With the Sermon on the Mount as key background for James’s instruction, the parallel
with Mt 7:24-27 again comes readily to mind, especially with Jesus’ words in the parable of the
two builders: ‘Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is
like a wise man who built his house on the rock’ versus ‘everyone who hears these words of
mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand’ (vv.
24, 26; cf. also Lk 11:28). James is fully aware of people’s ability to hear words without letting
them affect their lives. Meanwhile, he wants to challenge them to live out Jesus’ teachings,
especially the ethical core represented by his great Sermon.”309
James goes on to say that those who are mere hearers and not doers also
“deceive” (paralogizomai) themselves. McKnight notes that “Jesus, too, was intensely concerned
about self-deception, but the word he normally chose to hang this concern on was
‘hypocrisy.’”310 He goes on to mention Matthew 7:21-23 as a close parallel to what James likely
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has in mind. There Jesus says, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the
kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day
many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in
your name, and do many mighty works in your name?’ And then will I declare to them, ‘I never
knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’” Thus, the “idea of ‘deceive’ in these
contexts is clear: to be ‘deceived’ is to be blinded to the reality of one’s true religious state.”311
Moving into verses 23-25, “James uses an imperfect double simile to illustrate the importance of
doing and not merely hearing the word of God. James first compares the person who listens to
the word but does not do what it says to one who looks at his face in the mirror but immediately
forgets what he looks like (vv. 23-24). But in v. 25 he abandons the simile to make a
straightforward assertion about the person who looks intently into the perfect law that gives
freedom. James’s shift from simile to assertion midway through the illustration, combined with
the use of different Greek words for similar ideas in the two parts of the illustration, makes the
precise point of these verses difficult to pin down.”312 And Luke Timothy Johnson writes that
“we notice first how the metaphor of the mirror makes the text more difficult. . . . Everything is
not spelled out. The first man gazes into the mirror at his natural face. The second gazes into the
perfect law.”313 Thus, the details of James’s analogy are a bit hazy. Nevertheless, as we will see,
his general principle is not hard to discern.
The phrase translated “natural face” in the ESV is, literally, “face of genesis.” The Greek word
genesis carries the idea of “beginning” or “existence.”314 Likely the idea of “existence” is
intended here. “This appears to be the sense that James gives the word in his only other use of it
(3:6; though the verse is difficult), and it has this meaning several places in intertestamental
books (e.g., Jdt. 12:8; Wis. 7:5). Two interpretations are possible if the word has this meaning, a
negative one and a relatively neutral one. In the former case, James would intend to connote the
sinfulness of a human being’s natural existence. . . . A neutral interpretation of the phrase, on the
other hand, reads little into the addition of the word ‘existence.’ James adds it simply to connote
the actual face that a person sees in the mirror: his ‘natural’ face.”315 Moo concludes that a
neutral meaning of “natural face” is best and that confirmation “comes from v. 24, where ‘his
natural face’ is replaced with the simply reflexive pronoun: ‘himself.’”316 Blomberg and Kamell
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also write that it is “simply a Semitism for ‘natural face.’ This is the face they would have seen in
any reflective surface since they were children.”317
Johnson explains that the “verb katanoein can mean either to ‘perceive’ . . . or to ‘apprehend/
understand’ . . . . In the present case, the repetition of the verb with ‘leaving and immediately
forgetting’ (1:24) obviously puts the stress on the sensory and transitory character of the glance:
hence, ‘noticing.’”318 At the same time, Moo argues that we should not read too much into the
verbs for “look” in either verse 23 (katanoeō) or verse 25 (parakuptō), as the “point of his
analogy lies elsewhere.”319 Davids also emphasizes the straightforward nature of James’s simile:
The proverb is simple. Such a person is like one who looks at his face in a mirror . . . .
While the use of mirrors as illustration is common in religious and philosophical
literature . . . , James is not relying on any fixed tradition or previous literature. Rather,
as mirrors of polished copper or bronze (less often silver) were typical toilet articles, they
formed useful items for illustrations for all teachers. James’s illustration, in fact, is quite
unlike Paul’s (1 Cor. 13:12), for the clarity of the mirror or lack thereof is of no
consequence to him nor is what is seen of consequence. The point will come in the next
verse. Here James simply paints the picture: a man . . . looks at his natural face in the
mirror.320
So as interesting as the details in verse 23 are, the real issue comes in verse 24, where we see the
difference between the negative and positive examples to which James is appealing. Moo writes,
“The more we try to find subtle allusions in some of the specific terms of the simile in v. 23, the
more we are in danger of blunting this overriding emphasis. Indeed, the success of James’s
analogy presumes that both the person who looks in the mirror and the person who looks into
God’s word are capable of two different responses. The ‘hearer only’ is faulted for not acting on
what he sees in the mirror (implying that he could act on it if he chose), while the ‘doer’ of v. 25
is commended for putting into effect what he has seen in God’s law (implying that he could
ignore it if he chose). The key failure of the ‘hearer only,’ then, is forgetting. . . . The person who
‘forgets’ what he has seen in God’s word is one who reads or listens superficially, not imprinting
the message on the soul.”321
In verse 25, James brings in the word “law” (nomos) for the first time. On the phrase “perfect
law of liberty” (nomon teleion ton tēs eleutherias), Moo is helpful:
317

Blomberg and Kamell, James, 90.

318

Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter of James, Anchor Bible, vol. 37A (New York: Doubleday, 1995), 207.

319

Moo, James, 93.

320

Davids, James, 98. For more on mirrors and their connection to moral instruction, see Johnson, “Mirror of
Remembrance,” 636-41.
321

!

Moo, James, 93.

99

Up to this point, James has spoken about the “word” of God (vv. 18, 21, 22, 23). Yet here,
in a verse that carries on the same theme as he has established in these earlier verses, we
find the word “law.” . . . Granted James’s background and context, a reference to the law
of Moses seems certain. The law God gave to Israel through Moses at Sinai was a center
point in OT revelation and absolutely basic to the life of Jews at the time of Christ. For
Jews, “law” meant torah, the rules and regulations that God had given his special people
to govern their nation, their religion, and their day-to-day conduct. Like James, Jews
often described the law of Moses as “perfect” (cf. Ps. 19:7) and even as liberating (e.g.,
m. Abot 6:2). Moreover, James quotes an OT command to exemplify the law in 2:8. But
we must hesitate before simply equating “law” for James with the law of Moses. First, in
chap. 2, James’s description of the law suggests that he has at least one eye on the
“fulfillment” of that law in the teaching of Jesus . . . . Second, James often bases his own
commands to his readers on the teaching of Jesus, quoting the OT only rarely. Third,
James nowhere makes clear that he expects his readers to continue to obey the Mosaic
laws pertaining to sacrifice and ritual. Fourth, the flow of thought in these verses appears
to demand a broader reference. The “law” of v. 25 must be substantially equivalent to the
“word” of vv. 22-23. Yet that “word” must also be closely related to, if not identical to,
the “word of truth” through which men and women are regenerated to salvation (v. 18).
Taken together, these points suggest that James’s “law” does not refer to the law of Moses
as such, but to the law of Moses as interpreted and supplemented by Christ.322
McKnight, after surveying the options, similarly concludes that “James has a Christian
hermeneutic of the Torah in mind here.”323 And Davids defines the phrase as the “OT ethic as
explained and altered by Jesus.”324
Verses 26-27
In verse 26, James “unpacks the remaining command from v. 19—that we must be ‘slow to
speak.’ James begins with the conditional statement, ‘if anyone seems to be religious’ . . . . Again
the first-class condition is assumed true for the sake of argument. It is also probably true in
reality that some in James’s congregations would merely have seemed to be religious. The verb
‘seem’ [dokeō] implies something subjective, based on opinion and not necessarily on fact.”325
The words “religious” (thrēskos) and “religion” (thrēskeia) focus on “religious performance, in
either a negative or a positive sense . . . . The specific practices James has in mind are unclear,
but would include the religious activities of prayer, fasting, and worship of his community (and
perhaps the keeping of the ritual law as well, assuming it was a Jewish Christian community).
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Whatever they are, the person has the outward practice of religious activity and so considers
himself pious.”326
To be religious, James says, one must know how to “bridle” one’s tongue. “The bridle, along
with the bit, was the instrument by which the rider controlled his horse, and it is a natural image
of both control and direction (see 2 Kings 19:28; Isa. 30:28; 37:29). So a person whose religion
is the ‘genuine article’ will manifest that fact by being careful in what he or she says. Failure to
control one’s speech, James asserts, means that one is ‘deceiving’ oneself about having true
religion (see v. 22); that kind of religion is worthless. This word translates a Greek word
(mataios) that is often used in Scripture to characterize idolatry as ‘vain’ or ‘meaningless’ (in the
NT, see Acts 14:15; Rom. 1:21; Eph. 4:17; perhaps 1 Pet. 1:18). The ‘religion’ that people who
do not control their speech have is no better, James suggests, than idolatry.”327
In verse 27 James “moves from a general observation about useless religion to the specifics of
‘pure and undefiled religion’ (1:27). Purity was for many Jews, especially those whose faith was
centered in the Temple, the core concern of Judaism and life.”328 The “positive evidence of sound
religion is then spelled out. The two ways are (1) to take care ([episkeptomai] as in Matt 25:36,
43; Sir 7:35) of orphans and widows (who are often linked in OT writings, e.g., Exod 22:21;
Deut 10:18; 14:28 . . . Ps 68:5; Isa 1:17; Jer 5:28; Ezek 22:7; Zech 7:10); and (2) to maintain
[tēreō] a moral purity ([aspilos]: another cultic term matching [amiantos, ‘undefiled’] in the first
part of the verse [cf. 1 Pet 1:19] but given in our text a moral flavor as in 1 Tim 6:14; 2 Pet
3:14).”329 Here “James is not polemicizing against religious ritual per se but against a ritual that
goes no further than outward show and mere words.”330
General Scholarly Comment
Ralph Martin
The overruling theme in this section is the definition and practice of true religion.
“Religion” (1:27) and it adjective form “religious” in v 26 cannot be regarded as popular terms in
modern theology . . . . The actual term is found only three times in the NT, each with a different
—mainly negative—connotation (elsewhere Acts 26:5; Col 2:18). But James uses the word
positively and gives it a content in terms of practical Christianity. Perhaps the word may be
reclaimed by offering two observations. First, it stands for the outward expression of faith in
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liturgy and worship . . . , and so it reminds us that however inward-looking and individualistic
personal trust must be there is also a horizontal plane on which true faith operates. Faith unites us
to God in Christ; it also relates us to our fellow men and women. We need a term such as
“religion” to assure us that faith has a social context.
. . . Second, much depends on how the word is defined. Richard Holloway offers the following:
Religion is “the celebration of God and the discovery of his will for our lives” (The Way of the
Cross [London: Collins, 1986] 26). This excellent way of accounting for the whole essence of
the Christian religion is very much on James’ wavelength. It also invites us to consider the
various ways in which religion is applied by those who “claim to be religious” (1:26). Strangely,
James goes to the various parts of the human body to express his application. He presents the
anatomy of worship by a recourse to body language; thereby his writing carries a universal
appeal since all religious exercise, except the most philosophical and ethereal, involves bodily
movement. This factor imparts a timeless appeal to what he says in 1:19b-27.331
Peter H. Davids
[On vv. 19-21]: The shift from God’s word to human words is easy, especially since chap. 3
shows how closely God’s gift of wisdom is tied to how people speak. Rather than arguing and
debating, Christians should be listeners, for their “righteous indignation” will never bring about
God’s justice. They should reject such evil and instead meekly submit to God and his instruction
in the gospel.332
[On vv. 22-25]: The author turns to his theme of works, particularly charitable works, pointing
out by argument and illustration that the only faith which will save (make a person blessed) is
that which results in obedience to Christ’s directives. This argument positions him to address the
issues which concern him in chap. 2. 333
[On vv. 26-27]: The final section of this introductory chapter sums up what has preceded and
bridges between it and chap. 2. The subject has been true Christianity, and three marks stand out:
(a) a true Christian must control his tongue (1:19-21, but also chap. 3 and with it the wisdom
sayings, 1:5-8), (b) he must engage in charity, which was certainly the teaching of Jesus
(1:22-25, 9-11; chap. 2), and (c) such a one must resist temptation, i.e. the world (1:2-4, 12-15;
chap. 4). The summary first states (a) negatively, then (b) and (c) positively.334
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David P. Nystrom
James has introduced a wide variety of issues here, but four form an umbrella broad enough to
cover all. (1) We are often guilty of intemperate speech, whether it is an outburst of anger or
premeditated gossip. (2) More and more, it seems, we are sure that we have been wronged and
assume the posture of righteous anger, confident that God is on our side. (3) Certainly
contemporary culture exposes us to moral filth, a situation that requires careful introspection. (4)
We desperately need to remember the image we seen when we peer into the mirror of God’s
Word.335
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JAMES #6 ( 2 : 1 - 7 )
Introduction
In this passage, James takes on the problem of partiality. As one scholar writes, “James 2:1-13
comprises a single sustained argument against the sin of prejudice.”336 Apparently among
James’s audience some of the poor are being discriminated against in favor of the rich. While
partiality or favoritism is often the way things get done in the world, it is condemned throughout
the Bible. The very ones shown zero favor by worldly standards are often the ones God has
chosen as his own.
Overview
On chapter 2 in general: “Having set the stage in his introduction, James now turns to discuss
one of the major themes he has introduced, that of wealth and charity. This discussion expands
the previous statements in 1:9-11 and 1:22-27 and forms the basis for the strong denunciations of
chaps. 4 and 5. Chap. 2 itself breaks into two parts, 2:1-13, which begins with an illustration
(2:1-4) and leads into a discussion based on OT precedent, and 2:14-26, which likewise begins
with theme sentence and an illustration (2:14-17) and ends with a discussion based on the
precedent of Abraham and Rahab. The first part argues that one must honor the poor and the
second that one ought to share with them.”337
In verses 1-7 (and 8-13), James “applies many of the key ideas of 1:19-27 to a specific situation:
discrimination against poor people within the Christian community. Doing the word (v. 22), ‘the
perfect law’ (v. 25), James has argued, includes showing compassion to the helpless (v. 27). By
showing favor to the rich and treating the poor with contempt, the believers to whom James
writes are acting in direct contradiction to this central demand of God’s law. That law, especially
as interpreted and applied by Jesus, their Lord and King, has at its heart love for the neighbor (v.
8; cf. 1:25). By discriminating against the poor, these Christians violate that law and thus put
themselves in danger of being judged by it (vv. 9-13). In effect, James suggests, their actions
suggest that they are among those people who may be ‘deceived’ about the reality of their
relationship to God (cf. 1:22, 26).
The command not to discriminate in v. 1 is therefore the main point of the section. In vv. 2-4, a
specific example of such discrimination is offered and the conclusion that such action is, indeed,
evil is drawn. James then gives three specific reasons why favoritism toward the rich and
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discrimination against the poor are evil. First, such an attitude stands in contradiction to God’s
own evaluation, who honors the poor (vv. 5-6a). Second, favoritism toward the rich betrays a
fawning, servile mentality — for rich people are the very ones who are persecuting the Christian
community (vv. 6b-7). And, third, discrimination against the poor violates the demand of love for
the neighbor, the centerpiece of Jesus’ reinterpretation of the law of God (vv. 8-13).”338
Setting
The setting of this passage has been a much-disputed subject. First is the issue of whether the
scenario James puts forth takes place in a worship or judicial setting. In an important article from
1969, Roy Bowen Ward wrote that “the common and traditional interpretation is that this
example depicts two men who enter a meeting for worship. Partiality is demonstrated in the way
that these men are seated, based solely on outward appearance.”339 However, he went on to argue
for a judicial setting (being “one of the first in over a century” to do so340). This is based on the
language of the verse—which is argued to be atypical of worship settings—and certain parallels
to rabbinic literature. Scholars who think this is a Christian judicial assembly include Craig
Blomberg and Mariam Kamell, Peter Davids, Ralph Martin, and Luke Timothy Johnson.341
Others, however, such as Scot McKnight and Douglas Moo, still believe it is better to see it as a
worship gathering.342
There is also the question of whether James is depicting a hypothetical or actual situation. John
Polhill writes, “This example probably does not depict an actual incident but is a stock portrayal
in typical diatribe style, drawing its contrasts as vividly as possible.”343 Davids also believes the
“descriptions are stylized, and a certain degree of hyperbole is involved.”344 However, Martin
writes that it is better “to understand vv 2-3 as depicting a familiar scene, which is implied by the
use of the indicative mood in what follows (especially vv 4, 6, 7).”345 Blomberg and Kamell also
think the “actions are unfortunately realistic enough that they most likely resemble events that
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have taken place in James’s churches.”346 Moo summarizes the issues in the verse well,
concluding that this is most likely a worship setting and the situation corresponds to actual,
concrete events:
The space that James devotes to this matter in his letter suggests that discrimination was a
problem among his readers. Yet James leaves us a bit uncertain about just what the
problem was and how true to life the situation he describes might have been. The first
issue arises because the account of the specific problem in vv. 2-3 could fit at least two
different situations. With most commentators in the past, we could assume that he is
depicting a typical weekly worship gathering of the Christian community. The “ushers,”
perhaps with tacit approval from the leaders of the assembly, conduct the splendidly
dressed person to a fine seat, while contemptuously ordering a poorly dressed person to
sit on the floor. But an alternative suggestion about the scenario James describes has been
gaining ground: that the situation is a meeting of the Christian assembly to sit in
judgment over a dispute between two of its members. Advocates of this alternative note
that James does not describe the situation with the typical language applied to early
Christian worship gatherings (“church,” ekklēsia) and that James specifically accuses his
readers of being “judges with evil thoughts” (v. 4). The details of the situation in vv. 2-3
are similar to community judicial settings that the rabbis describe. . . . If this was the
situation, the scenario James has in view would correspond to the kind of informal
Christian legal proceeding Paul recommends to the Corinthians in 1 Cor. 6:1-8.
The lack of specifics in this text makes a decision between these alternatives difficult;
and, fortunately, James’s main point is not affected by our decisions. On the whole,
however, the possessive “your meeting” in v. 2 seems to point to a definite, well-known
gathering that better fits the worship service than a judicial assembly. Whether James
suggests that the scenario he describes had actually occurred or whether it is simply an
illustration of the kind of problem he is addressing is also unclear. He does use language
suggesting a hypothetical situation in vv. 2-3; but v. 6 — “You have insulted the poor” —
implies that something like what James describes here had actually taken place.347
Structure
While there is some variation in the details of the commentator outlines, most see a break
between verses 7 and 8 and between 2:1-13 from 2:14-26. Below are some examples, beginning
with Moo:
The Evidence of Spiritual Wholeness: Obedience to the Word (1:19-2:26)
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A. Hasty Speech and Anger Do Not Please God (1:19-20)
B. Obedience to the Word Is the Mark of Genuine Christianity (1:21-27)
C. Discrimination against the Poor Violates Kingdom Law (2:1-13)
1. Discrimination in the Community Is Wrong (2:1-7)
2. Discrimination Is Wrong Because It Violates the Kingdom Law of Love (2:813)
D. Saving Faith Reveals Itself in Works (2:14-26)348
Craig Blomberg and Mariam Kamell:
The Three Themes Expanded (2:1-5:18)
A. Riches and Poverty (2:1-26)
1. Favoritism Condemned (2:1-13)
a. Faith and Favoritism Are Incompatible (2:1)
b. Rich and Poor in a Christian Assembly (2:2-4)
c. Reasons for Rejecting Favoritism (2:5-11)
d. Living by the Law of Liberty (2:12-13)
2. The Problem of Faith without Works (2:14-26) 349
Peter Davids:
The Excellence of Poverty and Generosity 2:1-26
1. No partiality is allowable 2:1-13
a. Illustration: judicial assembly 2:1-4
b. Rational argument 2:5-7
c. Biblical argument 2:8-12
d. Call to obedience (transition) 2:13 350
David Nystrom:
Building a Healthy Community (2:1-5:18)
A. The Effects of Sickness (2:1-26)
1. Sin of Favoritism (2:1-13)
2. Faith and Deeds (2:14-26)351
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Ralph Martin:
Applying the Word (1:19b-3:18)
1. The Obedience of Faith (1:19b-27)
2. Problems in the Assembly (2:1-13)
3. Faith and Deeds-Together (2:14-16)
4. Warning about Teachers and Tongues (3:1-12)
5. Two Types of Wisdom (3:13-18) 352
Textual Notes
Verses 1-4
In these verses, “After exhorting the brethren not to hold the faith with acts of partiality (2:1), the
author of the Epistle of James presents an example of partiality in the assembly (2:2, 3), followed
by a reproach in the form of a rhetorical question (2:4).”353 In verse 1, James “begins his
unpacking of the theme of riches and poverty by warning against combining faith with
favoritism.”354 A literal translation of the verse would be, “Do not hold with partiality the faith of
our Lord Jesus Christ of glory.” The word “partiality/favoritism” (prosōpolēmpsia) means, lit.,
“receiving the face.”355 On favoritism, McKnight writes, “God, it has been laid down, ‘shows no
partiality and accepts no bribes’ (Deut 10:17; cf. James 1:17) so God’s people ought not to be
partial. Though James has no need to offer a proof-text since the ethical code of impartiality had
been worked so deeply into the Jewish conscience (Prov 18:5), he might have had this text in
mind: ‘You shall not render an unjust judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor or defer to
the great: with justice you shall judge your neighbor’ (Lev. 19:15). James refers to Leviticus 19
several times in the letter; the following are the major instances: James 5:4 (Lev 19:13); 5:9 (Lev
19:18a); 5:12 (Lev 19:12); 5:20 (Lev 19:17b).”356
The title “Lord Jesus Christ” is a “common combination of titles in the NT; but nowhere else is
the word ‘glory’ added to the series. This word is in the genitive case in Greek [lit., ‘of glory’]
and follows the title ‘Our Lord Jesus Christ.’ Commentators attach it to these titles in at least
seven different ways, but the most important options are: (1) ‘Our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious
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one’; (2) ‘Our glorious Lord Jesus Christ’ (NRSV; NIV; NLT); or (3) ‘Our Lord Jesus Christ, the
Lord of glory’ (KJV; NASB; TEV [also ESV]).”357 Robert Sloan has argued that where the
phrase is
commonly translated as an attributive adjective, and thus rendered as “our glorious Lord
Jesus Christ,” the reference to ‘the glory’ may more properly be seen as a kind of
substantive in its own right. That is, given the use of “glory” as a euphemism for God,
and the Christian tendency to transfer traditional names of God to Christ, the passage in
question could well be translated “our Lord Jesus Christ, the glory.”358
Blomberg and Kamell favor this translation as well,359 while Moo argues for leaving it
ambiguous as “of glory”: “Turning it into a simple adjective — ‘glorious’ — might weaken the
sense James intends here. . . . Describing Jesus as the Lord of glory suggests particularly the
heavenly sphere to which he has been exalted. . . . This reminder is particularly appropriate in a
situation where Christians are giving too much ‘glory’ to human beings.”360
The beginning of verse 2 begins with the Greek word gar, “for,” which means what follows will
provide a grounding for what James has just said in verse 1. Martin translates it “to illustrate”
because it “shows that James connects the thought of 2:1 with what follows (though it may well
be that James also has the contents of 1:27 in mind. The subject of the ‘poor’ in the following
verses surely includes the treatment of the orphan and widow).”361 The partiality that is
occurring, James writes, is happening in “your assembly” (synagōgēn hymōn). On the phrase,
McKnight writes the following:
The oddity of this expression is that here, and here alone, the word normally translated
‘synagogue’ is used (synagōgē), pressing upon us all sorts of questions: Was the
messianic community still in a synagogue? Was the ‘synagogue’ mixed with both nonmessianic and messianic Jews? Did the messianic Jews adopt the word ‘synagogue’ for
either their building or their gatherings? Was it a dedicated building or, which is far more
likely, a home? . . . While the evidence is hardly compelling, it is reasonable to see
‘assembly’ or ‘congregating place’ (synagōgē) in 2:2 as a term referring to the messianic
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community’s worship and learning center, which for whatever reasons visitors sometimes
attended.362
James introduces two characters in this verse. The first is a “man wearing a gold ring and fine
clothing.” James “vividly depicts this person’s wealth without using the term ‘rich’ [plousios].
The term ‘gold-ringed’ [chrysodaktylios] is a hapax, and some suggest that James created it. It
colorfully describes a person as having, literally, ‘gold fingers.’ Someone with gold rings would
be showing off both status and wealth, so James presents a person who has both rank and money.
The second part of the description, ‘in shining clothing’ [en esthēti lampra], implies resplendent,
luxurious clothing. This person enters the gathering in a way guaranteed to bring attention to
him- or herself, flaunting wealth before a largely poor congregation. . . . James next introduces a
person who is ‘poor, in filthy clothing’ [ptōchos en rhypara esthēti]. The word for poor [ptōchos]
is the Greek term for the most severe forms of poverty, implying ‘destitute,’ someone without
virtually any resources. This person’s clothes are described as ‘filthy’ [rhypara], a cognate to the
word James used in 1:21 for moral uncleanness, but here is used for literal dirt. This person may
well own only one set of clothing, and those clothes are disgustingly unclean.”363
In verse 3, “since both these people have to be told where to go after entering the meeting, they
may be visitors. That visitors sometimes attended early Christian worship services is implied by
1 Cor. 14:23. But it may be more likely that we are to think of these two people as new converts.
Those greeting the well-dressed person show ‘special attention’ to him by conducting him to a
good seat. The verb translated ‘show attention’ can mean simply ‘look at’ but often has the
connotation of ‘look at with favor,’ ‘have regard for’ (as in both other occurrences of the word in
the NT: Luke 1:48; 9:38). The poor person, on the other hand, is treated with disdain and even
contempt, and told to stand there or sit on the floor by my feet. The exact Greek text is unclear at
this point, many good manuscripts adding the equivalent of the word ‘here’ in the second
command . . . . But a greater difficulty is that the Greek for the second command is ‘sit under my
footstool’ (see KJV). Since footstools were very low to the ground, it is impossible to imagine a
person getting under one of them. Most commentators agree, therefore, that the NIV paraphrase
(found in almost all modern English translations) gets at the sense: the person is being told to sit
on the floor next to the footstool. In any case, the situation is clear enough: Christians in
positions of some authority in the community (the verb ‘show special attention’ is in the plural)
are fawning over the rich and treating the poor with disdain and contempt.”364
In verse 4, James’s question “is not simply a question: it comes loaded with an answer and that
answer is ‘Yes, indeed.’ . . . Thus, the two accusations are: you have made distinctions among
yourselves and you have become judges with evil thoughts. These two accusations must be tied
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back to 2:1: What James has in mind with ‘acts of favoritism,’ spelled out in 2:2-3, is an act of
judgment that cuts the messianic community in two and is also an act of sin. We must not lose
contact with the inconsistency of three things then: the inconsistence of their actions with faith in
Jesus Christ; the act itself being favoritism toward the rich and prejudice against the poor; and it
being captured by James as an act of judgment.”365
McKnight continues, “First, the messianic community is divided by this public act of judgment
against the poor and in favor of the rich (2:4a). The operative word is ‘made
distinctions’ (diekrithēte), a word with either the sense of doubt (cf. 1:6-7) or the sense of
rendering a decision about something or someone. 366 In the passive, as here, it would mean
‘become divided.’ What James has in mind is at least the sundering of the community into the
haves and have-nots by this one symbolic act. And surely we can extend this also to include
using a standard for judgment that is at odds not only with the great prophetic tradition (e.g.,
Isaiah 58), but also with Jesus’ own teachings and practice (e.g., Luke 6:20-26; see also Luke
1:46-55). . . . Second, they have ‘become judges with evil thoughts’ (2:4b). Again, the operative
word is ‘judges’ (kritai). The expression ‘evil thoughts’ (dialogismōn ponēron) is abstract but is
found in one or more forms in the New Testament:
Matt 15:19: ‘out of the heart come evil intentions’ (cf. Mark 7:21)
Luke 2:35: ‘the inner thoughts of many will be revealed’ . . .
Romans 14:1: ‘not for the purpose of quarreling over opinions’
1 Corinthians 3:20: ‘the Lord knows the thoughts of the wise, that they are futile’
Philippians 2:14: ‘do all things without murmuring and arguing’
1 Timothy 2:8: ‘lifting up holy hands without anger or argument’
What James has in mind with ‘evil thoughts,’ then, is corrupt mental processes. Besides severing
the unity of the messianic community, such processes include at least (1) usurping the place of
God (4:11-12), (2) using a worldly standard that roots honor in wealth and status (2:2-3), and (3)
corrupting the mind of Christians to render judgment on God’s will for the community.”367
Verses 5-7
On the word “chosen” in verse 5, Blomberg and Kamell write that “while Paul uses the idea of
‘chosen’ [exelexato] as a key theological term, almost equivalent to ‘predestined’ (cf. Ro 8:29), it
is important to read James’s message in its own right. Here election may have something of a
salvific sense, but for James Christians have also been chosen as the new community of God’s
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people here on earth. If one wants a parallel in Paul, 1Co 1:26-29 on the socioeconomic position
of the majority of the Corinthians when they were ‘called’ proves much closer.”368 The word
“poor” (ptōchos) has a “range of meaning in biblical Greek”:
Clearly, it often designates simply people who are poor in a strict material sense: those
who do not have much money. But its use in the OT to translate the Hebrew word ’anaw
(and esp. its plural, ’anawim) introduces a second nuance. For the Hebrew words refer to
people who are “poor” in a spiritual sense: humble and meek, recognizing their utter
dependence on the Lord and trusting him for deliverance (see esp. Ps. 69:32; Isa. 29:19;
61:1; Amos 2:7, all of which use ptōchos in the LXX). The word ptōchos, in other words,
has both a material and a spiritual meaning. In the former sense, its antonym is
“wealthy”; in the latter sense, its antonym is “wicked.” Jesus’ teaching exhibits this
duality of meaning, as is seen most clearly in the two forms of the beatitude: “Blessed are
the poor” (Luke 6:20); “Blessed are the poor in spirit” (Matt. 5:3). In many NT texts, it is
very difficult to decide which if these meanings — or, more often, which combination of
these meanings — we should give the term. The illustration of vv. 2-3 makes clear that
the word in v. 5 must have some degree of material significance. But the qualification
James adds to the word raises the possibility of other nuances. Just what this qualification
is must first be established, because the text is uncertain. Many good manuscripts have
the genitive of the word kosmos, “world,” leading to the translation “of the world,” or “of
this world” (see KJV; NASB; TEV). But other, probably slightly superior, manuscripts
have a dative form of the same word, which gives rise to two possible renderings: “in the
world” (NRSV; NLT); or “in the eyes of the world” (NIV; see also REB). This latter text,
translated in the way the NIV does, should probably be accepted. It is according to the
evaluation of the world, non-Christian people hostile to God, that these people are
accounted “poor.” While certainly not eliminating the material sense from the word
“poor,” this interpretation does suggest that the word also has a spiritual sense.369
Further, the word “rich” (plousios) does not refer to “physical wealth but must mean a surplus or
overabundance. This excess occurs ‘in the sphere of faith,’ which in James implies not only
belief but also the practical ability to live out one’s relationship with God.”370 On the word
klēronomos, “heir,” Johnson writes,
The language of inheritance is rooted in the biblical tradition. The first
“inheritance” (klēronomia) promised to Abraham was the land (Gen 28:4; Deut 1:8; 2:12;
4:1; see Acts 7:5). The deeper dimension of inheritance is suggested by LXX Ps 15:5
[16:5 in English versions], which speaks of the Lord as one’s inheritance, and [Ps 37:18],
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which speaks of an eternal inheritance. This is the only time “heir” occurs in James, but it
is found with reference to Christian identity in Paul (Rom 8:17; Gal 3:29; 4:7; Titus 3:7;
Eph 1:14, 18) and Hebrews (11:7). 371
Thus, the “poor are depicted as ‘rich’ by James (see 1:9-11) in that, unlike the rich (in the
material sense), they have a place in the kingdom of God. This (messianic) kingdom [basileia] is
promised [epēngeilato] to the poor, the heirs [klēronomous] of faith. . . . The promise motif is
clear from the use of the verb [epangellesthai], which is also used in 1:12 where it is said that the
person who stands firm in trials and temptations will receive the crown of life which God has
‘promised to those who love him.’”372 Richard Bauckham compares James’s words to those of
Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount: “James does not quote the Gospel beatitude, but has been
inspired by it in composing his own saying. . . . James has introduced the notion of God’s
election of the poor and especially the paradox that ‘the poor in the world’ . . . are ‘rich in
faith’ . . . . This paradox brilliantly encapsulates the Jewish tradition of regarding the pious poor
as the paradigms of faith, since in their lack of resources of their own to rely on they exemplify
the utter dependence on God which true faith is.”373
By verse 6, “James has now made his point: God elects the poor but the messianic community
has dishonored the poor — in public — by its contemptible mistreatment of the poor and
inexplicable favoring of the rich. He now asks questions designed to bring them to clarity about
the rich. His three questions assume three affirmations, and these three affirmations are that the
rich oppress the messianic community, drag its members into court, and blaspheme the name of
the glorious one (2:1). With the second question, ‘Is it not the rich who oppress you?’ James’s
argument shifts now to the pragmatic. Not only was the glorious one poor, not only is God the
final and only judge, not only does favoritism break down the command to love, and not only has
God chosen the poor, but the messianic community’s own experiences with the powerful rich
reveal that the rich (plousioi) have severely mistreated them. Again, we ask if the plousioi are
believers and in the messianic community. The behaviors of the rich in 2:6-7 are both more
intense than what we find in 2:2-3 and wholly inconsistent with following Jesus Christ. If James
has a crescendo in mind in the actions of 2:6b-7, the injustice is bad enough but blaspheming the
very name of Christ falls headlong over the edge. The plousioi of 2:6b-7 are not in the messianic
community.”374
Moo explains that the “strongly marked socioeconomic class distinction presupposed here
corresponds closely to what we know of conditions in the first-century Middle East. A small
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group of wealthy landowners and merchants accumulate more and more power, while large
numbers of people were forced from their land and grew even poorer. Most of James’s readers
probably belongs to this class of poor agricultural laborers.”375
In verse 7, James says they—the rich, with James making use of the emphatic pronoun autoi—
blaspheme (blasphēmeō) the good name (kalon onoma) by which his audience is called. For the
verb blasphemeō, BDAG has “to speak in a disrespectful way that demeans, denigrates,
maligns.”376 Furthermore, in the NT, “words from the root [blasphēmia] all carry the basic
concept of violating the power and majesty of God.”377 The phrase translated in the ESV as “the
honorable name by which you were called” comes from a “Greek construction impossible to
translate directly into English: ‘the good name which has been called upon you.’ The
construction, which is not good Greek either, betrays its Semitic origins (see, e.g., Amos [9:12],
quoted in Acts 15:17). To have a name ‘called’ on someone suggests the idea of ownership;
hence the NIV rendering [of “to whom you belong”]. Whose is the “good” or “honorable” (Gk.
kalos) name bestowed on believers? One possibility is “Christian” (cf. 1 Pet. 4:14, 16), but the
concept of ownership that is suggested by the language makes this possibility unlikely. Probably
James intends either God or, more likely, Christ (in light of v. 1).”378
General Scholarly Comment
Luke Timothy Johnson
James’ reputation for vividness owes not a little to this passage. Suddenly, the reader is
transported from the realm of general axioms to the most specific sort of social situation in which
those maxims are put to the test. Now, the contrast between the pure religion in God’s eyes and
the world (1:26-27) is spelled out by the behavior of the messianic community with respect to its
poorer members. The opening prohibition simply states the incompatibility of the “the faith of
Jesus”—meaning here the measure of life as preached and taught by Jesus—with attitudes of
partiality toward the rich. It is the explication of that prohibition that draws readers into a deeper
realization of the absolute divide between the two measures.
With remarkable concision, James sketches a situation in which the “dividedness” of the
community is revealed. He pictures them in the assembly (2:2-3). The portrayal raises a number
of critical questions. . . . [However,] it is impossible, on the basis of the evidence offered here, to
decide. Nor does the decision on any of these points really matter, for the force of James’
example does not derive from its historical referentiality, but from its rhetorical function.
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That function is to provide his readers with an example of behavior so egregious and so clearly
contrary to their community ethos that the rhetorical question posed in 2:4 is unanswerable. Yet it
gains its force only from an assumption concerning that shared ethos that is made explicit in
2:5-7. The scene, therefore, is intended to stir among the readers a growing sense of
inappropriateness, which James’ subsequent questions will reveal to be the dissonance between
their behavior and the measure by which they claim to live.379
Ralph Martin
The section of 2:1-13 is a powerful statement of the social dimension of the Christian life. While
there is uncertainty as to the setting, whether in a liturgical synaxis for public worship or a
courtroom designed to adjudicate legal disputes between members, the main thrust is clear. On
the positive side, the insistence the author makes is that in the divine kingdom a litmus test of
character is the way Christians treat one another. Unhappily, the congregation to which these
words were sent was marked by social disgraces. It was rent by snobbery and class distinctions
of the worst kind. The rich were offered preferential treatment in a most obsequious manner
(2:2-3); the poor were treated with disrespect bordering on plain discourtesy and rudeness (2:3).
The characters are drawn with exaggerated lines of difference, but the contrast is by no means
unthinkable. James is intent on registering his central point: true religion (1:27) is shown for its
authentic worth by how Christians fare in their respective attitude to the powerful and the lowly,
especially to those who are weaker than themselves and who can neither repay any kindness
shown nor retaliate when injustice is practiced.
The marks of differentiation are also boldly drawn. One clear way in which the two differing
types of treatment will be seen lies in the seating arrangements in public assembly. The best
places are offered to the rich and potent person whose outward, ostentatious dress betokens the
rank he holds in society. The tone of voice in addressing him is deferential to the point of
fawning. By contrast the beggar is commanded to take the place that veils an insult; he may
either stand or be seated in an inferior posture (v 3). But worse is to come. The poor has come
(evidently, if the setting is a court hearing) to seek justice, and his chances of gaining a fair trial
are dim, given the favoritism that is rife. So the reception of the poor is not simply a case of bad
manners; it is a policy of downright evil, as v 4 openly declares. These are, then, serious matters,
our author insists, as he proceeds to name the problem.
He does so by identifying the real issue; hence the editorial link with 1:23-25 needs to be
established. Here is a case where seeing in the “mirror of the word” should have led to a redress
of wrong. But there is no sign that it did. Hence James’ lament is bitter and scathing (vv 8-12).
What is at stake is a vain bid to join a professed faith in the Lord of glory (2:1) with a way of life
which runs counter to the main tenets of that faith.380
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Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell
The key biblical precedent behind this paragraph is the command in Lev 19:15 not to show
partiality toward either rich or poor. Clear reiterations of this principle come in Elihu’s speech in
Job 34:19 and in Peter’s discourse with Cornelius in Ac 10:34. Partiality in judgment is explicitly
proscribed in Dt 1:17 and Jn 7:24. Of course, the larger theme of warning against the dangers of
riches and of displaying concern for the poor pervades almost every part of the Bible; one thinks
particularly of the reversals depicted in the parables of Lk 14:7-24 and 18:1-14. . . . One hardly
knows where to start or stop in applying these anti-discrimination mandates. Even as Western
culture has seemingly made some progress in curbing the extremes of past racism and sexism,
abuse of the unborn and the elderly continues at epidemic rates. Many conservative Christians
vote against equal rights for gays and lesbians without any balancing, positive actions to show
them Christ’s love, making the legislation merely judgmental rather than fully scriptural. The
poor, even in America, seem hardly to matter . . . . Meanwhile, Americans go on spending record
amounts of borrowed money that they cannot realistically expect to pay back and succumb to
daily barrages of advertising that make them think they first “want” and then “need” so much
that they do not. Christian expenditures on beauty products, clothes, cars, entertainment, sports
and recreation, technology, and church facilities suggest not only that much of the fallen world
system has gotten into the church but that this world is at times the church’s own god. At least in
James’s churches, the possibility of destitute people entering was real; in many middle- or upperclass suburban congregations they would never dare! 381
David P. Nystrom
James has presented us with a picture of a church under the influence of the surrounding culture.
In emulation of the prevailing Roman social norms the church was beginning to be marked by
favoritism and social stratification. Some in the church seemed blissfully unaware of the danger.
Others, perhaps, saw the problem, but did not understand its full gravity. To them James has
outlined a holistic ethic: to stumble at one point of the law is to break all of it. This is the
message that must be applied to the contemporary situation. 382
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JAMES #7 ( 2 : 8 - 13 )
Introduction
In these verses, James continues the thought of the previous passage by showing how partiality is
a failure to love one’s neighbor, which renders one a transgressor of the law. And for James’s
Jewish audience who knew the law well, this was a serious matter. One cannot pick and choose
which laws to keep and which ones to break—the same Lawgiver gave them all. Mercy will be
what rules the life of the follower of Christ who has victory over the coming judgment.
Overview
Thus, in this passage James “extends the teachings of 2:1-7 by exploring the significance of love
as the central virtue through which all behaviors, including those involving the oppressing rich
and the needy poor, are judged. The first two verses of this paragraph (2:8-9) form a double set
of conditions, with the second in contrast to the first. The first condition sets out what James
wants — a community shaped by the Jesus Creed (Lev 19:18) and already made visible in
1:25-27 —and the second spells out the contrasting consequences of the messianic community’s
recent glaring behaviors.
If you love, you are doing what is right.
But if you are partial, you become ‘transgressor.’
With this condition set up, James then explains why he can label such a person ‘transgressor’ in
2:10-11. His explanation is twofold: first, the one who commits to the Torah becomes
accountable to the whole Torah; second, the one who gave one law also gave the others. Which
means, if you keep one law but break another, you are a “transgressor” in the eyes of the divine
lawgiver. 2:11 then leads us back to the conclusion of 2:9.
James follows this strong language about becoming a ‘transgressor’ by exhorting the messianic
community to love (2:12), and thus he returns back to 2:8 (and to 1:25-27). But, instead of using
the word ‘love,’ in 2:12 James speaks of ‘the law of liberty,’ drawing us back to 1:25. His final
lines in this section (2:13), though, turn the exhortation of 2:12 into a threat of judgment if one
does not live by mercy. Thus, we are prepared to see a variety of ways of looking at the proper
way for the messianic community to shape its behaviors: love, the law of liberty, and mercy.
These are distinguishable terms but inseparable in substance.”383
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Structure
On the structure of this passage and how it connects to what has gone before, Scot McKnight
continues, “James 2:9 essentially recapitulates 2:2-7, while 2:8 serves to provide the positive
counterpart both to the behaviors of 2:2-4 and the strong critique of 2:5-7 while it also repeats
the good behaviors seen in 1:25-27. Thus, 2:8-9 together pull together everything from 1:25 to
2:7 to form the condition that leads to the exhortation in 2:12-13. Between 2:8-9 and 2:12-13
comes an explanatory parenthesis (2:10-11). Skipping the explanatory parenthesis, we have this
logic: if you love, you will do well; but if you are partial, you are ‘transgressor.’ So, James
exhorts in 2:12-13, live by the law of love (2:8, 12) and not by the law of partiality (2:9) because
God’s judgment scrutinizes a person’s mercifulness (2:13) and sees the lack of mercy (=
partiality) as cause for judgment.”384 Below are some commentary outlines, beginning with
Douglas Moo:
The Evidence of Spiritual Wholeness: Obedience to the Word (1:19-2:26)
A. Hasty Speech and Anger Do Not Please God (1:19-20)
B. Obedience to the Word Is the Mark of Genuine Christianity (1:21-27)
C. Discrimination against the Poor Violates Kingdom Law (2:1-13)
1. Discrimination in the Community Is Wrong (2:1-7)
2. Discrimination Is Wrong Because It Violates the Kingdom Law of Love
(2:8-13)
D. Saving Faith Reveals Itself in Works (2:14-26)385
Craig Blomberg and Mariam Kamell:
Riches and Poverty (2:1-26)
1. Favoritism Condemned (2:1-13)
a. Faith and Favoritism Are Incompatible (2:1)
b. Rich and Poor in a Christian Assembly (2:2-4)
c. Reasons for Rejecting Favoritism (2:5-11)
d. Living by the Law of Liberty (2:12-13)
2. The Problem of Faith without Works (2:14-26) 386
Peter Davids:
The Excellence of Poverty and Generosity 2:1-26
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1. No partiality is allowable 2:1-13
a. Illustration: judicial assembly 2:1-4
b. Rational argument 2:5-7
c. Biblical argument 2:8-12
d. Call to obedience (transition) 2:13 387
Ralph Martin:
Applying the Word (1:19b-3:18)
1. The Obedience of Faith (1:19b-27)
2. Problems in the Assembly (2:1-13)
3. Faith and Deeds-Together (2:14-16)
4. Warning about Teachers and Tongues (3:1-12)
5. Two Types of Wisdom (3:13-18) 388
Textual Notes
Verses 8-9 work “in tandem to express the condition upon which James now builds toward an
exhortation in order to get the messianic community beyond the sinful behaviors of 2:2-4 . . . .
Furthermore, the quotation of Leviticus 19:18 in James 2:8b assumes the prohibition of partiality
in Leviticus 19:15, which is what James brings up in 2:9 (repeating 2:1).”389 These verses in
Leviticus are below (with emphasis added):
You shall do no injustice in court. You shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the
great, but in righteousness shall you judge your neighbor. . . . You shall not take
vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love your
neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD. (Lev 19:15, 18)
Verse 8 begins with a condition (“if you keep”) and the word mentoi, which either means
“really” or “however.” BDAG lists both options but gives only this verse as an example of
“really, actually,” going on to say it is “mostly adversative . . . though, to be sure, indeed.”390
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Either word works within the context, and scholars and English versions are divided.391 Most of
the discussion on the verse, however, revolves around the phrase nomon basilikon, “royal law.”
For example, John Polhill writes, “It is clear what ‘law’ James has in mind, for he proceeds to
quote Leviticus 19:18. Just what he means by ‘royal’ is less certain. It could mean the law which
comes from the king, the law fit for a king, the king of laws—the supreme law, or the ‘king-pin’
law—the one which sums up all the law and around which the whole law hangs together. If this
latter sense is taken, there is here another possible echo of the teachings of Jesus (cf. Matt. 7:12;
Luke 10:25-28).”392 Blomberg and Kamell offer a good treatment of the issue:
Is this (1) the Torah as a whole; (2) the Torah as fulfilled and expanded by Christ; (3) a
new law given by Christ; or (4) the specific love commandment highlighted here as the
supreme law or summary of God’s will for his people in any era? While option (1) fits a
Jewish author writing early in the history of Christianity, the qualification of “law” with
“royal” makes it unlikely that this is merely Torah by itself. “Royal” [basilikon] comes
from the same root as “kingdom” [basileia]. This is kingdom law, in which Jesus’
kingdom teaching must play a central part.
Nevertheless, without reading in Paul’s concept of “the law of Christ” (1Co 9:21; Gal
6:2), an early Jewish-Christian writer is not likely to have entirely jettisoned the Torah, so
(3) seems equally unlikely. Option (4) at first glance appears attractive because the
commandment quoted comes from the Torah, specifically Lev 19:18 — a verse Jesus,
Paul, and the rabbis all affirmed as summarizing many of the interpersonal laws. Jesus, in
fact, affirmed it as the second half of his summation of the entire Torah, with the first half
being to love the Lord wholeheartedly (see Mt 22:34-40; Mk 12:28-34; cf. Lk 10:25-37).
Here it makes sense for James to use only the second half, because his discussion focuses
on our relationships with others. Nevertheless, one wonders if [basilikon] would have
been understood as “supreme” or “highest,” since its only standard usages were “royal”
or “kingly.”393
This leaves (2) as the most likely option. The royal law is described as “according to the
Scripture” [kata tēn graphēn]. Almost always, NT writers use this expression to introduce
passages from the OT. But the phrase would prove redundant if “the royal law” by itself
referred to all of and nothing but the Hebrew Bible. Davids, therefore, asks if it is not
391
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“most natural to see a reference to the whole law as interpreted and handed over to the
church in the teaching of Jesus, i.e., the sovereign rule of God’ kingdom (cf. Matthew
5)?”394 Option (2) thus emerges as best not just by the process of elimination but also
because it best fits James’s Jewish milieu combined with his dependence on Christ’s
teaching. It becomes natural, therefore, to assume that this royal law matches “the perfect
law of liberty” of 1:25 as another way of referring to he (re)new(ed) covenant of Jer
31:31-34 now inaugurated by Jesus. “According to the Scripture,” then, specifies which
part of this royal law James’s listeners need to apply here. They must love their neighbor
as themselves, including the poorest people, who can offer them nothing material in
return.395
In verse 9, the word for “show partiality” (prosōpolēmpteō) is the “verb from the same root as
the noun in 2:1, again with the connotation of viewing people’s external appearances only
instead of seeing them as whole persons. Leviticus 19:15 explicitly forbade such partiality in
favor of either rich or poor. The word ‘sin’ [hamartian] originally means to ‘miss the mark’ (as in
an archer’s arrows failing to hit their target), but here the failure is moral. ‘Commit’ [ergazesthe]
implies the active, willful outworking of a choice.”396 The term “transgressor” (parabatēs) is the
“technical NT term for a person who directly disobeys a positive command (see also v. 11; Rom.
2:25, 27; Gal. 2:18; and note the use of the related term ‘transgression’ in Rom. 2:23; 4:15; 5:14;
Gal. 3:19; 1 Tim. 2:14; Heb. 2:2; 9:15).”397
In verses 10-11, “James justifies (for) the last clause of v. 9 by showing that the breaking of even
one commandment incurs guilt for the law as a whole”:
We are presented with a chain of reasoning that leads at the end of v. 11 to the same
accusation James has already leveled in v. 9 — Christians who show favoritism are
“transgressors of the law.” James’s assertion of the law’s unity is nothing new, for Jews
and even pagans had frequently made the same point. The Roman moralist Seneca, for
instance, claims in his treatise De beneficiis that “he who has one vice has all.”398 But it is
of course the Jewish version of this teaching that is most relevant for James. See, for
instance, the response of the pious Eleazar when commanded to eat forbidden food: “Do
not suppose that it would be a petty sin if we were to eat defiling food; to transgress the
law in matters either small or great is of equal seriousness, for in either case the law is
equally despised” (4 Macc. 5:20-21; see also b. Horayot 8b; b. Shabbat 70b; 1QS 8:16
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. . . ). Paul reflects the same tradition in Gal. 5:3: “I declare to every man who lets himself
be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law.” But especially significant, as
is usually the case for James, is Jesus’ teaching: “I tell you the truth, until heaven and
earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means
disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished. Anyone who breaks one of the
least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the
kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:18-19).399
What is important in these verses is to remember that they are a “digression that define the
meaning of ‘transgressor’ in 2:9. James has accused his community of being transgressors
because it, a community convinced it is committed to the (whole) Torah, has broken the law of
Leviticus 19:15, 18 — the command to love others as oneself. The person who does not love
others, as the community has failed to love the poor (2:2-4), has broken the law of love from
Leviticus. This infraction of the Law makes them not observant but transgressors. If one keep
the whole Law (2:10a) but breaks just one commandment (2:10b), one is assigned to the category
of a transgressor who has, in effect, broken the whole (2:10c). Why? Because there are only two
options: one is either observant or a transgressor.”400
James also “signals that he is citing proverbial truth in v. 10-11 by interrupting the second person
plural direct address of vv. 8-10 and 12-13 with the third person singular style of ‘customary’ or
‘gnomic’ truth (whoever . . . ).”401 Further, he is “not suggesting that anyone is in reality fulfilling
every demand of the law; he simply puts forth a ‘suppose it were so’ assumption.”402 Davids
notes that “it is obvious that such an idea bothers modern commentators . . . but one must
remember two factors. First, as pointed out above, the statement is in part a truism (i.e. one
speaks of breaking the law, not a law); an attitude toward the law and the authority behind it is
revealed in any transgression. Second, the unitary concept is found in arguments, not in treatises
on morality. It is a forceful way of stating that every command is important, even if in unskillful
(i.e. casuistic) hands it can lead to an overemphasis of minutiae (which the rabbis avoided
through their use of the opposing concept of heavier and lighter commands). James uses the idea
skillfully to point to the underlying attitude and cut away any grounds the person may have for a
flippant disposition toward the commands against partiality.”403
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In verse 11, the word gar (“for”) “identifies this as a clause that explains why a person failing in
one thing is responsible for the whole law.”404 Furthermore, “critical to the argument is that the
commandment is not just a text but ‘someone speaking,’ namely the lawgiver, God (4:11-12).”405
Therefore, if we think of the law as a “series of individual commandments, we could assume that
disobedience of a particular commandment incurred guilt for that commandment only. But, in
fact, the individual commandments are part and parcel of one indivisible whole, because they
reflect the will of the one Lawgiver. To violate a commandment is to disobey God himself and
render a person guilty before him.”406
The commands James chooses as his examples “show he is not at all concerned with ritual
commands or minutiae. Rather, he selects the central ethical commands of the decalogue as
examples. . . . At the least, the selection of the commands is far from accidental. ‘You shall not
commit adultery’ may have been chosen because of their adultery with wealth (cf. 4:4), but
probably only its proximity to murder is the reason. Murder, however, is frequently associated
with discrimination against the poor and failure to love the neighbor (Je. 7:6; 22:3; Sir. 34:26;
Test. Gad 4:6-7; 1 Jn. 3:15; Am. 8:4 . . . ).”407 At the same time, James may “simply be citing
these two commandments as representative examples (as did, e.g., Paul [Rom. 13:9]),”408 even
though “the ‘if’ in the context of the accusation James is making is a very real possibility (cf. 4:2;
5:4-6).”409
In summary on verses 10-11, Moo writes,
While employing logic drawn from the OT and Jewish orthodoxy, James applies it to a
new situation. It is not the OT law per se that he urges perfect compliance with, but ‘the
royal law’ (v. 8), ‘the law of liberty’ (v. 12; cf. 1:25). This ‘law’ takes up within it the OT
law, but as understood through Jesus’ fulfillment of it. And so just as Jesus’ apparent
unqualified endorsement of the law (Matt. 5:18-19 . . . ) is tempered in the context by his
claim to be the fulfiller of the law (v. 17), so James applies this standard point about the
law’s unity to the law as reinterpreted by Jesus.410
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In verse 12, James uses the words “speak” (laleite) and “do” (poieite): this “speaking-doing pair
of terms covers all the actions of a person (Acts 1:1; 7:22; 1 Jn. 3:18; Test. Gad 6:1), in this case
being particularly focused on the discrimination against the poor.”411 He also uses the word
houtōs, “so, thus,” before each word (“so speak and so act”), which is “repeated to stress the
solemnity of the statement.”412 His audience is to speak and act as those who are “about to be
judged under the law of liberty.” That the “judgment is described as ‘about to’ [mellontes]
happen indicates the certainty of this future event more than its exact timing.”413 The “law of
liberty” is a rule of life that we embrace “with joy because we stand both forgiven and
empowered by the Holy Spirit.”414 On the phrase, McKnight writes the following:
By attaching “of liberty” to “law,” though, James changes the game of the yardstick by
which one is judged. Yes, Torah observance is the yardstick, but James’s Torah has been
clarified by Jesus. Several factors come into play in James’ expression: first, we are led to
think of Jesus’ own interpretation of the Torah in terms of the Jesus Creed (Mark
12:28-32; Matt 5:17-48; 7:15-23); second, we are drawn back to James 1:25, where
James similarly connects “law” to “liberty” and where the connotation is deeds of mercy
to the poor and marginalized; third, the sense of “liberty” here may well have to do with
the courage to break down boundaries between rich and poor or powerful and powerless
as an act of Christian solidarity with all; and finally it is worthy of our attention to think
of the “law of liberty” as the “implanted word” (1:21) and see this as James’s early sketch
of the Spirit of God at work. Above all, though, we must let each of these considerations
flow into the central theme for James: the law of liberty is the law of loving your
neighbor as yourself (2:8).415
In verse 13, James uses the word poieō, “I do/make,” in the phrase “show mercy” (poieō eleos),
“indicating an active, ‘doing’ aspect to showing mercy.”416 This is the third time in the passage
that the word has come up (also verse 8, “if you really fulfill the royal law . . . you are doing
well,” and verse 9, “so speak and so act”). The phrase poieō eleos, “do mercy,” is found in
several places in the LXX (translating Hebrew ’asah hesed, often “show steadfast love” in
English versions) and NT. Below are some examples with the relevant words in boldface:
And he said, “O LORD, God of my master Abraham, please grant me success today and
show steadfast love to my master Abraham.” (Gen 24:12)
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But showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my
commandments. (Exod 20:6)
If I am still alive, show me the steadfast love of the LORD, that I may not die. (1 Sam
20:14)
Great salvation he brings to his king, and shows steadfast love to his anointed, to David
and his offspring forever. (Psa 18:50)
For he did not remember to show kindness, but pursued the poor and needy and the
brokenhearted, to put them to death. (Psa 109:16)
But let him who boasts boast in this, that he understands and knows me, that I am the
LORD who practices steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth. For in these
things I delight, declares the LORD. (Jer 9:24)
To show the mercy promised to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant. (Luke
1:72)
He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” And Jesus said to him, “You go, and do
likewise.” (Luke 10:37)
Davids explains that “judgment without mercy would be strict justice, every sin getting its full
punishment, a prospect which the Jews feared . . . . The one who does not show mercy would be
the person failing to care for any creature or other person (a duty derived from the requirement of
copying God’s attribute), especially the failure to help the poor. That God was merciful is
frequently repeated in the OT (Ex. 34:5-6; Dt. 4:31; Ps. 103:8ff.). That people must also show
mercy is also common in the OT (Je. 9:26; Ho. 6:6; Mi. 6:8) and in the teaching of Jesus (Mt.
5:7; 12:7; 18:29, 34; 25:45-46).”417 He continues, “Moreover, the connection between
forgiveness at the last judgment and one’s having shown mercy was clearly stated long before
James . . . , although for him the statement of Jesus in Mt. 5:7, ‘Blessed are the merciful, for they
shall obtain mercy,’ was surely of first importance. Here, then, is the negative statement of that
saying phrased in good Jewish form, juxtaposed (thus the lack of any connective particle) with a
positive proverb flowing from it: ‘mercy triumphs over judgment.’”418
The last clause of the verse is introduced with asyndeton (no conjunctions), which “places extra
emphasis on James’s last assertion: ‘mercy triumphs over judgment.’”419 The verb for “triumphs
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over” is katakauchaomai.420 “The related verb [kauchaomai] is a common Pauline term for
boasting, but the compound form used here [katakauchaomai] appears only here [and 3:14] and
twice in Ro 11:18. With this verb, a sense of victory emerges, of conquering and being able to
boast about something.”421 It is difficult to say with certainty whether the mercy spoken of here
is that of God or people. James Hardy Ropes writes that this statement “gives the converse of the
previous sentence. As the unmerciful will meet with no mercy, so a record of mercy will prevent
condemnation.”422 However, Martin thinks the “courtroom imagery would explain the situation
better if we hold that our defense counsel is the glorious Lord himself (2:1) rather than our
showing mercy to others.”423 Since this statement works like a proverb, it may be that we should
not read too much into the specifics. The mercy we show others is the outworking of the mercy
of God within us, which triumphs over the judgment that stands against us.
General Scholarly Comment
Douglas Moo
In vv. 5-7, James has argued that favoritism toward the rich at the expense of the poor is wrong
because (1) it contradicts God’s regard for the poor; and (2) it makes no sense. The former reason
is theological, while the second is more (but not completely) pragmatic. But the attention James
devotes to the matter suggests that his third argument against such favoritism is the most
important: it violates the law of love (vv. 8-13). The main point comes at the beginning, in vv.
8-9: partiality is sinful because it violates the love command. Verses 10-11 justify James’s
assertion that committing one sin, such as showing favoritism, can turn one into a “lawbreaker”
by insisting on the indivisibility of the law. Some of James’s readers might be questioning the
importance that he gives to obedience to the law in these verses. So, in the concluding verses of
this paragraph, James insists that believers will have to account for their actions against the
standard of God’s law. This emphasis on obedience as the criterion in the judgment both returns
to the “true religion” theme with which this section opened (1:21-27) and anticipates the “true
faith seen in works” argument of 2:14-26.424
Luke Timothy Johnson
Although James mentions “law” (nomos) here for the first time since 1:25, it is clear that 2:8-13
is not in the least a transition to another topic than that pursued in 2:1-7. His argument still
420
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concerns consistency in living out professed convictions. There are, furthermore, multiple
rhetorical links between 2:8-13 and 2:1-7. The double conditional sentences in 2:8-9 echo the
pattern of 2:2-4. The example of “favoritism” in the second of these conditionals (2:9) obviously
points back to the opening prohibition in 2:1. And the designation of the law as
“royal” (basilikos) follows naturally from the characterization of the inheritance as a
“kingdom” (basileia) in 2:5. Finally, the citation of Lev 19:18c in 2:8, “you shall love your
neighbor as yourself,” naturally follows from the mention of those who “love God” in 2:5, filling
out the dominical summary of the law as found in Matt 22:37-39, which combines the
commandment of the Shema‘, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your
soul and all your mind,” with that in Lev 19:18c, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
James, in fact, began this argument with the measure of the law as consonant with the “faith of
Jesus” and continued it with reference to Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom to the poor. Now
James returns to the full understanding of God’s measure as expressed in the law of love
enunciated both by Torah and by the words of Jesus. It is of the first importance for the proper
appreciation of this section that it be read, not as a separate and abstract deliberation on the law
and the terms of its observance, nor a philosophical engagement with Stoic arguments
concerning the unitary character of virtue and vice—still less a shift from faith to law as the
measure for Christian existence—but as a continuation of an argument about the consonance of
profession and practice within the community.
Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell
The antidote [to injustice] is true love for neighbor and self that recognizes what is genuinely
best for both them and us (vv. 8-11). The “royal” or “kingdom” law of v. 8 draws on all the rich
background of Jesus’ teaching in the Gospels on the present and future arrival of God’s kingly
reign in power. Clearly, it continues the repeated biblical insistence on the centrality of the
command to love others, especially those hardest for us to love, including God as well (cf. Lev
19:18; Mt 19:19; 22:39; Mk 12:31; Lk 10:27; Jn 15:12; Ro 13:9; Gal 5:14; 1Jn 3:11). James
reminds us that we cannot drive a wedge between law and love. Unlike the “situation ethics” of
relativism, love does involve certain absolute standards of right and wrong. Unlike the inflexible
legalism of those who multiply countless, unbiblical absolutes, law is regularly recontextualized
to reflect what truly proves loving.
. . . Jesus’ beatitude on showing mercy (Mt 5:7) may be in James’s mind here, but the closest
biblical parallels to the contrast in these two verses [i.e., James 2:12-13] are found in the parable
of the unforgiving servant (Mt 18:32-35) and in the Lord’s Prayer (Mt 6:12, 14-15). If we
absolutely refuse to show mercy to others, we demonstrate that we have never truly received
God’s mercy ourselves (cf. also Sir 27:30-28:7). When we pray for God’s forgiveness, we
declare that we are simultaneously forgiving those who have sinned against us. Proverbs 21:13
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more specifically insists that those who close their ears to the cries of the poor will have their
cries ignored by God.425
Conclusion
In summary, “Showing mercy is the way that love will express itself in this new community. This
will involve at the very least a welcome for the poor (as for the rich) and it will lead to an active
outgoing compassion toward all those in need (see 1: 27). Moreover the judgment that God will
bring will be directly related to the judgment we pass on those around us (cf. Mt. 6:14fl and
18:23-35).”426

425

Blomberg and Kamell, James, 123-24.

426 William

Dyrness, “Mercy Triumphs Over Justice: James 2:13 and the Theology of Faith and Works,” Themelios
6 (1981): 14.

!

128

JAMES #8 ( 2 : 14 - 26 )
Introduction
James 2:14-26 is probably the most well-known passage in the book, as well as one of the most
complicated. It is in these verses where James seems to contradict Paul’s teaching on justification
by faith, writing that we are “justified by works and not by faith alone” (v. 24). However, a closer
examination will reveal that while it is possible James is responding to an errant form of Paul’s
teaching, his aim has little to do with Paul. James continues his themes of caring for the poor and
true religion that, while surely based on faith, works itself out into loving action. As one scholar
writes, here we have the “theological core” of James, which “provides the argument assumed in
the numerous individual exhortations of the book. Whether it be prejudice, oppression of the
poor, provision for orphans, control of the temper, or bridling the tongue, behind each directive
stands the imperative of a dynamic faith, a faith that expresses itself in committed action.”427

Overview
The passage opens with a “direct address to the readers (‘my brothers’), raising the question of
the efficacy of a faith unaccompanied by deeds. As he did in 2:2-4, James begins his response
with an illustration involving poverty (vv. 15-16) followed by a concluding observation (v. 17).
The question ‘What is the good of it?’ frames vv. 14-16. James then utilizes a device very
popular in an ancient literary form of argument, the ‘diatribe,’ by introducing an imaginary
interlocutor with whom James can carry on a ‘conversation’ as a means of instructing his readers.
The objector protests that faith and deeds need not always go together (v. 18a). James’s first
response is practical: only by deeds can faith truly be demonstrated (vv. 18b-19). The second
response begins with a renewed address to the interlocutor (‘You foolish man’). James makes the
point of this response clear by beginning and ending with the same emphasis (an inclusio): ‘faith
without works is useless/dead’ (vv. 20 and 26). The examples of Abraham and Rahab occupy the
next inner ‘ring’ of the argument (vv. 21-23 and 25), while the center of the structure is
highlighted with another direct address of the readers: ‘You [plural] see that a person is justified
by what he does and not by faith alone’ (v. 24). James leaves us in no doubt about the theme of
this paragraph, announced three separate times in the course of the argument:
• faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead (v. 17)
• faith without deeds is useless (v. 20)
• faith without deeds is dead (v. 26)
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In what way is such faith ‘dead’? In the sense that it does not attain its purpose: it cannot save (v.
14) or justify (v. 24). Critical to understanding the argument of the section and integrating it
successfully into a broader biblical perspective is the recognition that James is not arguing that
works must be added to faith. His point, rather, is that genuine biblical faith will inevitably be
characterized by works.”428

Structure
This passage can be divided a few different ways. David Nystrom shows how it can be broken
into four sections: “Verses 14-17 are concerned with the case of the poor Christian who receives
only words of encouragement from the church. In the eyes of James, this ‘help’ is worthless. The
second section (2:18-20) is a rational argument that is difficult to follow, the point of which is
that while some claim the existence of a ‘true faith’ apart from deeds, such a faith is not true, but
dead and useless. The third (2:21-24) and fourth (2:25-26) sections are two biblical arguments
supporting the position of James.”429 Some, however, take verses 18-19 as the second section and
begin the third at verse 20. Some would also see verse 20 (or 21) through verse 26 as only one
section, providing two biblical examples to support James’s point. Below are some different
outlines, beginning with Craig Blomberg and Mariam Kamell:
Riches and Poverty (2:1-26)
1. Favoritism Condemned (2:1-13)
2. The Problem of Faith without Works (2:14-26)
a. A Contemporary Illustration (2:14-17)
b. An Objection Rebutted (2:18-19)
c. Two Biblical Examples (2:20-26)430
Peter Davids:
The Excellence of Poverty and Generosity 2:1-26
1. No partiality is allowable 2:1-13
a. Illustration: judicial assembly 2:1-4
b. Rational argument 2:5-7
c. Biblical argument 2:8-12
d. Call to obedience (transition) 2:13
2. Generosity is necessary 2:14-26
428
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a. Illustration: poor Christian 2:14-17
b. Rational argument 2:18-20
c. Biblical argument (two-part): Abraham; Rahab 2:21-26431
Scot McKnight:
The Christian and Works (2:14-26)
5.1. Interrogation (2:14-17)
5.2. Challenge and Responses
5.2.1. The Interlocutor’s Statement (2:18a)
5.2.2. The Responses of James (2:18b-26)
5.2.2.1. Regarding Faith and Works (2:18b)
5.2.2.2. Regarding Creedal Faith (2:19)
5.2.2.3. Regarding Biblical Proof (2:20-26)
5.2.2.3.1. Question about Proof (2:20)
5.2.2.3.2. First Proof: Abraham (2:21-24)
5.2.2.3.3. Second Proof: Rahab (2:25)
5.2.2.3.4. Conclusion (2:26)432
Douglas Moo:
The Evidence of Spiritual Wholeness: Obedience to the Word (1:19-2:26)
A. Hasty Speech and Anger Do Not Please God (1:19-20)
B. Obedience to the Word Is the Mark of Genuine Christianity (1:21-27)
C. Discrimination against the Poor Violates Kingdom Law (2:1-13)
1. Discrimination in the Community Is Wrong (2:1-7)
2. Discrimination Is Wrong Because It Violates the Kingdom Law of Love
(2:8-13)
D. Saving Faith Reveals Itself in Works (2:14-26)433
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Textual Notes
Verses 14-17
These verses begin with “two questions, each of which assumes its answer: (1) What good is
it . . . if people claim to have faith but have no deeds? (2) Can such faith save them? The first
assumes the answer that such faith is no (saving) good and the second that such (workless) faith
cannot save. Then James elaborates the answer he has assumed — the uselessness of faith
without works — by offering a graphic, comic example (2:15-16). I say ‘comic’ because we hope
(and trust) that no follower of Jesus would behave this way in an overt, conscious manner. Then
James, in 2:17, draws his conclusion — the conclusion he assumed in the answers to his
questions in 2:14.”434
In verse 14, the “opening sentence introduces the theme of this section and presents the partners
in the imaginary dialogue: (1) the author, (2) the Christian readership ([adelphoi mou, “my
brothers”] being a now familiar mode of address at the beginning of a new section of argument),
and (3) [tis, “someone”], an imaginary member of the community who embodies the attitude
James wishes to combat (this ‘straw man’ stylistic device is widely found in Greek
literature . . . ). The theme under discussion is that of a faith which does not produce works. The
examples in 2:15-16 and 2:21ff. will show that the works being considered are not those of the
ritual law, which were the works Paul opposed, but the merciful deeds of charity that 2:13 has
already suggested.”435 Davids goes on to explain that the phrase ti to ophelos (“what good is it?”)
is a “regularly occurring phrase in such a dialogical style (1 Cor. 15:32; Sir. 20:30; 41:14; Philo
Post. C. 86 . . . ), always expecting a negative answer: it is no use at all. In a Christian context
such as this, however, the ‘use’ takes on serious consequences, for it is salvation which is at
stake.”436
On the word “works” (erga), Moo explains,
The word translated “deeds” in the NIV is a critical word throughout this argument. It is
the plural form of the very common Greek word ergon, which means simply “work,”
“action,” “accomplishment.” The plural form we find here occurs often in the NT to
denote behavior with ethical and religious consequences. The “works” can be evil,
leading to condemnation, or good, leading to commendation from God (contrast John
3:19-20 with 3:21). Particularly significant for the NT use of the word is the Jewish
emphasis on “works” done in obedience to torah as the necessary response to God’s
election of the people of Israel. Paul’s phrase “works of the law” (Gal. 2:16; 3:2, 5, 10;
Rom. 3:20, 28) clearly echoes this Jewish emphasis. James uses “works” in a general
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sense to refer to actions done in obedience to God. Some modern versions tend to avoid
the translation “works” in favor of “deeds” (NIV) or “actions” (NLT; TEV; REB),
probably out of concern that “works,” through the influence of some well-known verses
in Paul (e.g., Eph. 2:9), might have a negative connotation.437
James’s second question is whether this faith without works “is able to save him.” The question
begins with the word mē, “introducing a question that expects a negative answer. Perhaps the
clearest translation would be, ‘such faith is not able to save them, is it?’ The article here with
‘faith’ [hē pistis] is resumptive showing that James is referring specifically to the faith of the
previous clause, the ‘faith’ that does not lead to works. The verb ‘save’ [sōsai] in James refers to
the entire process that begins with initial faith in Christ and climaxes in heavenly
glorification.”438
Therefore, “James is drawing the conclusion that works are not optional for the person who
claims to have faith; rather the former is inseparable from the latter, since he is advocating the
need for a living faith in which belief and practice belong inextricably together. A faith without
works is of no profit on two counts: it has no efficacy for the person claiming this kind of a faith,
for such self-delusion (cf. 1:22) can end only in eschatological disaster, and it does nothing to
alleviate the suffering of the needy, who are not helped by pious words alone.”439
In verse 15, James “introduces an example of what faith without works is, an example so selfevident that it is virtually a parable.”440 In the picture that James paints, the “circumstances of the
needy are not in doubt. They are dramatic and immediate. Nothing could express vulnerability
more than nakedness. It is associated with poverty (Rev 3:17) and shame (Gen 3:10; Ezek 16:7;
Rev 3:18). The naked are, therefore, those most obviously in need of assistance (see Tob 1:17;
4:16). The designation echoes the statement in Matt 25:36: ‘I was naked and you clothed me.’ . . .
It was for just such as these that every local Jewish synagogue designed the ‘pauper’s dish’ to
meet emergency needs with no questions asked.”441 In the phrase “daily food” (ephēmeros
trophē), we hear an “echo of the Lord’s Prayer, ‘give us this day our daily bread’ (Mt 6:11).
God’s normal way of fulfilling this petition is through his people as they share with those in
need, so the scandal of this example proves even more shocking.”442
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While Ralph Martin believes verses 15-16 “depict a real situation in the church,”443 many other
commentators understand it as hypothetical, even a “comic example.”444 Moo writes that the
“Greek construction James uses to describe the incident (ean with the subjunctive mood)
suggests (though it does not require) that James is giving a hypothetical example. And the
hypothetical nature of the situation is underscored by the indefiniteness of brother or sister.
Nevertheless, the fact that James again chooses an example of mistreatment of the poor in the
Christian community makes clear that the illustration represents a pattern of behavior that is all
too typical for James’s readers.”445
On verse 16, Marshall is helpful:
James contrasts his description of the neediness of someone in the messianic community
with the incomprehensible response on the part of others in the community as he turns to
the second of three elements in the protasis: the person both wishes the poor well and
does nothing to help them. James spares finger-pointing by saying “one of you.” If the
specific persons are not clear, such a person’s “faith” is: this is the person who has faith
but no works (2:14). As the person with this kind of faith “claims to have faith” (2:14), so
now this kind of person “says” to the naked and hungry brother or sister three things: “Go
in peace; keep warm and eat your fill.” Following the person’s speech will be the person’s
behaviors (2:16b).
“Go in peace.” This common Jewish form of greeting, farewell and blessing also
emphasizes confidence that a person’s wishes will be granted (Judg 18:6; 1 Sam 1:17;
20:42; 29:7; 2 Sam 15:9; Mark 5:34; Luke 7:50; 10:5; Acts 16:36). Though we should be
wary of overtheologizing the word “peace” (Hebrew shalom), the common usage of this
expression suggests the peace and blessing of God upon a person. Because “keep
warm” (Greek thermainō) is either passive or middle, and because the “go in peace”
connotes God’s peace, many read this as a divine passive in the form of a prayer: “May
God warm you.” This may be overinterpretation but, if so, not by much: the false piety,
the false claims, and the false religion of those who have faith but do not have works are
palpable in this letter (e.g., 1:26-27) and so a more religious reading of “keep warm” is
not far from the mark. The brother or sister is in need of clothing and food; the pioussounding but cold-hearted messianists respond to the first with “keep warm” and to the
second with “eat your fill.” The word suggests eating to the point of being sated (Matt
5:6; 14:20; 15:37; John 6:26; Phil 4:12; Rev 19:21). Again, there is an air of piety
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surrounding the community’s response: “May God’s peace be upon you; may God warm
you; may God fill you up.”
The neediness of the brother or sister shocks us when we see the contrasting behaviors of
the messianists: they say things that sound pious (2:16a) but do nothing (2:16b): “and yet
you do not supply their bodily needs.” Their lack of “daily” food (2:16a) is met by a
fierce refusal to respond to the needs requisite to the body. . . . “What is the good of
that?” James asks. This question rounds off 2:14-16 by framing the whole with the same
question. The “good,” again, is the “saving good.” The implied answer is “No good, none
whatsoever.”446
At the beginning of verse 17, the word houtōs (“so, thus, in the same way”) “introduces the
‘moral’ of the illustration.”447 The verse “summarizes vv. 14-16. The two clauses repeat language
from v. 14, lengthening the inclusio begun at the end of v. 16 [i.e., “what good is it?”; see
beginning of v. 14]. We can finally begin to compose definitions of what James means by ‘faith’
and ‘works.’ James assumes that ‘faith’ includes works. This faith is the saving faith of a life
lived in sanctification. Thus when he wants to talk about less than genuine faith, he has to qualify
it, as throughout this whole passage, as not having works.”448
Verses 18-19
Verse 18 has generated a good deal of discussion. Here James “seems to be introducing someone
opposing his statement in v. 17 regarding faith being dead in itself, because v. 18 begins with the
adversative, ‘but someone might say’ [all’ erei tis].”449 However, the text confuses interpreters in
that it is difficult to determine who is saying what exactly. Moo explains that the “problem arises
from two factors. First, ancient Greek manuscripts, with a few exceptions, did not use
punctuation marks. We therefore have no clear indication of where the quotations in the NT
begin and end. It is obvious in this case that the quotation begins immediately after the
introductory formula someone will say; but where does it end? Second, whatever view one
adopts one is left with difficulties. No solution found in the literature provides a fully satisfactory
explanation for every datum of the text.”450 He goes on to say that, because of this, opinions vary
and can be boiled down to three main options:
1. “James might be citing the opinion of an ‘ally’ of his on the question of faith and
works. James would cite his supporter in order to highlight even more clearly the
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questionable faith of the person whom he has described in vv. 14-17. A paraphrase
will bring out just what the ally’s point is: ‘You [the false believer of the illustration]
say that you have faith; and I have works. But you cannot show me your faith because
you do not have works; I, on the other hand, can show you my faith by my
works.’”451 The strength of this view is that it uses the pronouns “you/I” naturally, but
its weakness is that it does not adequately account for the strong adversative
“but” (alla) at the beginning of the verse.
2. “The person whom James quotes may be an objector who is casting doubt on the
reality of James’s faith. Three specific forms of this general approach deserve
mention.
a. The objector’s words might be confined to the very first words of v. 18,
construed as a question: “Do you [James] really have faith?” James then
responds: “I do have works; and while you cannot show me your faith at all,
since you lack works, I can show you my faith by those works.” . . .
b. The objector’s words might occupy all of vv. 18-19: ‘You [James] claim to
have faith, and I can just as well claim to have works. But you cannot show
me your faith apart from works, whereas I, if I wanted, could show you my
faith from my works. Your [James’s] faith is no better than that of the
demons!” James’s response would then begin in v. 20. . . .
c. The difficulty of the current text has led a few to suggest an alternate
text . . .”452
3. “The objector’s words are confined to the words quoted in most modern English
version, ‘You have faith; and I have works,’ but the pronouns are not intended to
identify James and the opponent specifically. Rather, they are used more generally to
distinguish two different people, or two different positions: ‘One person has faith;
another has works’; or ‘There is faith on the one hand; there is works on the other.’
The REB adopts this view in its translation: ‘One chooses faith, another action.’ With
either construal, the objector’s point would be that faith and works are separate
entities; separate ‘gifts’ even. . . . The difficulty with this view is that ‘you’ and ‘I’ in
the quotation do not have their natural function, specifying definite individuals. To be
sure, a few parallels to the generalized use of the pronouns in this way (equivalent to
‘someone’ . . . ‘anther one’) have been noted, but these are very much the
exception.”453
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In the end, Moo opts for option #3 as the one with the fewest difficulties. McKnight argues for a
similar view: “As a whole this expression means: ‘One has faith and one has works,’ not in the
sense that they are two possible avenues to salvation . . . but in the sense that they are
unconnected items pertaining to one’s faith.”454
One other possibility worth mentioning is that, as Martin writes, “the actual words of the
objector are: ‘I have faith; You [James] have deeds’; but James has echoed that argument from
his own standpoint: he has become the ‘I’ of the clause and his opponent has become the
‘You.’”455 In this case, what we have here is not direct but indirect discourse. In other words, it is
not
Someone will say, “You have faith; I have works.”
but, rather,
Someone will say (that) you have faith and I [James] have works.
Blomberg and Kamell opt for this view, arguing that it is even better to see the “you” as not the
opponent who is speaking but a “representative member of James’s congregation. Thus James
posits that ‘someone will say [that] you [someone in James’s audience] have faith and I [James]
have works.’”456 It is difficult to decide with certainty between this view and that of Moo and
McKnight, but both make good sense of the text, and both go on to see verses 18b-19 as James’s
response to this idea in verse 18a that faith and works can be divided up so neatly.
Verse 19 begins with the word kai (“and, also, even”), the position of which “demands its being
read as ‘even’ rather than ‘also’”; thus, “even the demons believe.”457 Here “James caps his
response to the objector (you is singular), by comparing his faith to the faith of demons. What
James says here is similar to his point of departure in v. 14. In both situations, faith involves a
verbal profession that does not go beyond words. Differences in the manuscript tradition make it
unclear whether the verbal profession here is ‘There is one God’ (NIV; KJV; REB; NLT; TEV; a
confession of monotheism) or ‘God is one’ (NRSV; NASB; a confession of God’s unity). The
latter, being similar to the famous Jewish confession, the Shema (Deut. 6:4), may be preferable.
For James is writing to Jewish Christians for whom the Shema would have been among the most
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basic of beliefs (the confession is appropriated by early Christians; cf. 1 Cor. 8:4-6; Gal. 3:20;
Eph. 4:6; 1 Tim. 2:5).”458
James mentions demons because they “perfectly illustrate the poverty of verbal profession in and
of itself. They are among the most ‘orthodox’ of theologians, James suggests, agreeing
wholeheartedly with the Shema . . . . Yet what is their reaction? They shudder. This verb, used
only here in the NT, refers to the reaction of fear provoked by contact with God or the
supernatural.459 It occurs particularly frequently in the papyri to describe the effect that a sorcerer
aims to produce in his hearers. Since ancient people often regarded the very pronouncing of the
name of a god as having the power to provoke fear and terror, the verb is particularly appropriate
in this context. . . . James might be implying, as demons, knowing something of the true God, yet
lacking true faith, shudder in fear of judgment, so also ought people whose verbal profession is
not followed up with actions.”460
Verses 20-26
In verse 20, “James continues to address the interlocutor he introduced in v. 18,” but “this verse
belongs more to what follows than to what precedes. It introduces the subject that will occupy
James in the rest of the chapter. In v. 17, James asserted that ‘faith, by itself, if it is not
accompanied by action, is dead.’ He now takes up this point to provide support for it. This
support takes the form of OT evidence for the positive role of works (vv. 21-25).”461
The phrase “you foolish person” is the “kind of direct address of a fictitious opponent typical of
the diatribe style (see, in the NT, Rom. 2:1; 9:20). While, therefore, the view that James here
attributes to this ‘foolish man’ was undoubtedly present among his readers, we need not assume
that he has a particular person in mind as he writes.”462 The word “foolish” comes from kenos,
which means “‘empty’ in the sense of ‘foolish,’ ‘inane’ . . . [and] may here denote deficient
understanding . . . but the term also suggests moral error [Judg 9:4] as well as even sin (4:17).”463
When James says that “faith apart from works is useless,” he “incorporates a pun on the word
‘work’ [ergon], using the negative adjective from same root—‘workless’ [argē],” which “can
also mean idle or useless.”464
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Moving into verse 21, “James begins his proof, moving from hypothetical examples (vv. 15-17)
to historical ones (vv. 21-25). The first example he gives involves Abraham. The negative [ouk]
implies that James expects a ‘yes’ answer to this question. According to James, it was Abraham’s
action of willingness to sacrifice his son (Ge 22:1-18) that justified him in God’s eyes.”465 As
Moo explains, this appeal to Abraham was quite natural: “For, as James puts it, Abraham is ‘our
father,’ or ancestor (NIV; the word patēr can mean both one’s immediate father and one’s more
remote ancestor). It was the fulfillment of God’s promise to him (initially given in Gen. 12:1-3)
that created Israel as a nation; ‘descendants of Abraham’ became a standard way to designate the
people of God (e.g., Ps. 105:6; Jer. 33:26; cf. Gal. 3:16; Heb. 2:16). But Abraham’s significance
for Israel led also to Jewish elaboration of his great moral virtue. ‘Abraham was perfect in all his
deeds with the Lord, and well-pleasing in righteousness all the days of his life’ (Jub. 23:10) . . .
Reference to Abraham to prove the importance of ‘works’ would obviously strike a chord with
Jewish Christians.”466
Why does James appeal to this specific testing of Abraham—the binding of Isaac (also known as
the Aqedah)? McKnight writes that the event was appealed to repeatedly in Jewish literature
(e.g., 1 Macc 2:51-52; Heb 11:17-19), and the “emphasis is squarely on Abraham’s faithfulness.
This incident, then, became the summary act of obedience in Abraham’s life of faith. . . . When
James says Abraham was justified by works when he acted as he did in the Aqedah, James is
drawing on a deep Jewish tradition that this act of obedient faithfulness by Abraham was the
singular event in Abraham’s life that led to God’s blessing him . . . and to the formation and
blessing of the people of Israel.”467
James uses the Greek word dikaioō, “justify,” here in verse 21 as well as in verses 24-25. His
statements on justification have caused a lot of debate, as they seem to flat-out contradict Paul.
For example,
Paul: “For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not
before God.” (Rom 4:2)
James: “Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered up his son Isaac
on the altar?” (Jas 2:21)
Paul: “For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” (Rom
3:28)
James: “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.” (Jas 2:24)
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This is an important discussion, but at times it has overshadowed the point James is making here,
which is not directly related to Paul and his teaching on justification. For example, Blomberg and
Kamell write that the “second half of Jas 2 continues to unpack the theme of riches and poverty,
a point often missed because of the inordinate attention given to the apparent contradiction
between vv. 20-26 and Paul’s principle of justification by faith alone. But James’s insistence that
faith without works is dead follows as a corollary from the theme of vv. 1-13, further illustrated
by the shocking refusal of some so-called Christians to offer even the slightest help to the most
destitute in their midst (vv. 14-17).”468
At the same time, James’s concerns go beyond the need to help the poor to what is the heart of
true religion: “Obedience to the word, James has insisted, is a necessary mark of authentic
Christianity. . . . ‘True religion’ begins with faith — but a faith that works. In this sense the ‘true
religion’ of 1:26 is nothing more than the genuine faith of 2:14-26, and the faith vs. works
antithesis of this paragraph corresponds almost exactly to the ‘hearing the word’/‘doing the
word’ antithesis of 1:22.”469 Furthermore, “James’s polemical style, with quotations of and
rebukes directed against an imaginary interlocutor (vv. 18 and 20), strongly suggests that he is
writing in this context to oppose what he thinks are false views circulating among his readers.
And the criticism in v. 24 of a ‘faith only’ view of justification suggests further that these false
views have some relationship to the apostle Paul. . . . The scenario that makes best sense is to
think that he is writing to oppose a misunderstood form of Paul’s teaching.”470
If this is the case, then, there is some room to talk about James and Paul and the broader
theological issue of faith and works.471 But one should use caution because of how easily these
broader concerns can override what James is actually saying in the text. McKnight is helpful
here:
Every commentator on James is tempted to write a minor dissertation on the relationship
of James 2:20-26 to Paul’s theology of justification. Few resist. I shall try, because my
focus here is on what James says in his context and not on battles best fought elsewhere. I
begin with this: To be called “righteous” is to be described, in general, as one who
conforms to a standard. But life is not lived simply in the general; we live in particular
worlds. So, to be called “righteous” in the Bible means that one’s behavior and life
conform to the Torah, the standard of God (Gen 38:26). To be called “righteous” in
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Judaism means that one’s behavior and life conform to the Torah as interpreted by one’s
authorities . . . . To be called “righteous” in the messianic community of James means that
one’s behavior and life conform to the Torah as interpreted by Jesus (Luke 18:14) and the
leaders of that messianic community, most especially James (1:26-27; 2:8-13, etc.). To be
called “righteous” in the world of Paul means to be conformed to the standard of God by
union with Christ (Gal 3:11-12; Rom 2:13; 3:23-26; 4:5). Even if Paul uses this term in
an innovative way, the sense of judgment by God and moral conformity to God’s will are
in one way or another always present. 472
McKnight also cautions against allowing traditional categories to cloud James and his context.
For example, he writes that the common Reformational idea that “faith is demonstrated by
works” does not solve all of our issues.473 “Instead of locking into the term ‘demonstration,’ I
suggest we use each of the four terms James himself uses, and I suggest we use these terms
liberally:
Works show faith (2:18).
Faith works with works (2:22a).
Faith is perfected by works (2:22b).
Works fulfill faith (2:23).
While we may be most comfortable with the first and least comfortable with the second, both the
third and fourth are instances as much, if not more, of the second as of the first. Yes, works
demonstrate faith, but they also perfect and fulfill faith and, as James goes to great pains to
emphasize, the two work together to produce a working faith that saves. His emphasis is on their
inseparability, not on distinguishing them or on their sequential relationship. What needs
reiteration is that James interprets both Abraham and Rahab through his own theological grid of
how faith and works work together to produce salvation. . . . that Abraham and Rahab were
justified by their works is James’s interpretation. No one doubts that both had faith, or that both
had works. James interprets that relationship between faith and works as the kind of relationship
that justifies. That Paul could interpret Genesis 15:6, or the Aqedah for that matter, for other
purposes would neither surprise James nor upset his argument.”474
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Thus, while Paul uses dikaioō to “denote that forensic, eschatological, and kingly act in which
God declares sinners rightly related to himself in a new world order,” this is not the way James
uses it.475 For him, there are essentially two possibilities for what the word dikaioō refers to.
Moo explains,
First, dikaioō might mean “vindicate in the judgment.” The verb occurs 44 times in the
LXX, usually in legal settings. Especially relevant are those texts in which God is
pictured as the judge before whom one pleads one’s case (1 Sam. 12:7; Isa. 43:26; Mic.
7:9) and who passes judgment on the lives of men and women. In these texts, it is one’s
actual conduct that forms the basis for God’s “vindication”. . . . If James uses the verb
with this sense, then he will be claiming that the ultimate vindication of the believer in
the judgment is based on, or at least takes into account, the things that person has done.
So “justify” in Paul refers to how a person gets into relationship with God, while in
James it connotes what that relationship must ultimately look like to receive God’s final
approval.
But a second meaning of dikaioō should also be considered. In a few passages, the verb
has the sense “demonstrate to be right,” “vindicate.” Clearest, perhaps, is Matt. 11:19
(par. Luke 7:35): “Wisdom is proved right by her actions” . . . On this reading, James
would be claiming that Abraham was “shown to be right” by his actions: his prior
acceptance by God (Gen 15:6), the “righteousness” that he had already attained by faith,
was demonstrated in his deeds of obedience. 476
He goes on to say that “harmony with Paul is quite clear if this second meaning is adopted. But
we question whether it is the most likely. . . . Tentatively, then, we adopt the former meaning of
the verb, according to which James is asserting that Abraham was granted a positive verdict in
the judgment by God on the basis of his pious acts.”477 Below are some other comments on
Abraham’s justification from a few other scholars:
Davids: “Neither the works which James cites nor the justification which results are
related to Paul. Rather, the works are deeds of mercy (which therefore fit with the
opening verses of this section) and the [edikaiōthē, “was justified”] refers not to a
forensic act in which a sinner is declared acquitted (as in Paul), but to a declaration by
God that a person is righteous.”478
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Blomberg and Kamell: “Paul used Abraham as an example of faith providing initial
justification, while James uses this example to refer to final, eschatological justification.
Thus James shows that Abraham was able to prove his faith as real because he was
willing to act on it, so that he was brought to salvation at the end.”479
McKnight: “Some question here whether ‘Was not our ancestor Abraham justified . . . ?”
means that he had eschatological, judicial salvation or, in a more limited sense, was
‘declared righteous’ or ‘approved’ as one who is in the right in how he lives. The
difference is probably minimal since most will admit that, even if one can distinguish
God declaring that a person is righteous—like the one who does deeds of mercy—from
the one who is forensically declared righteous in the final courtroom (or even in an
inaugurated manner at conversion)—the final court’s decision is undoubtedly connected
to the more earthly recognition by God. If we keep in mind the thrust of James’s
argument, namely that faith and works are inseparable and that faith without works is
non-saving faith, then we can answer the focus of the word ‘justified’ by returning to
James’s own words. ‘Justified’ is the opposite of ‘useless’ (as in ‘what good is it?’ in
2:14), unsaving (2:14), dead (2:17), shaken in God’s presence (2:19), and barren or
ineffective (2:20). To be justified, then, is to have useful, saving, life, delight in God’s
presence, and fruitfulness—all with an eye to the final courtroom in which the work-full
believer is declared in the right by God . . . . To be justified is to be brought into a saving
relationship with God through the new birth (1:18), in which one lives out God’s will as
taught by Jesus, particularly in showing mercy to those in need.”480
He also notes that he agrees with the meaning “vindicate in the judgment” as long
as “one does not make this entirely in the future, for surely James thought
Abraham was justified during his life (he quotes Gen 15:6 at Jas 2:23), and the
Aqedah itself is the perfection of his faith and the moment when his justification,
too, was brought to completion.”481
Polhill: “Abraham’s faith was certainly vindicated or borne out by his willingness to
sacrifice Isaac. More likely, however, James wants to establish that Abraham was
‘accepted by God’ on the basis of his offering his son. This interpretation is all the more
likely since James seems to be directly interacting with a distorted understanding of Paul,
and this is the sense in which Paul used the word justify (cf. Rom. 4).”482
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Verse 22 moves from Abraham being “justified by works” to the subject of Abraham’s faith,
which, “James now makes clear, is presupposed throughout the argument. Moreover, he has
probably had Gen. 15:6 in mind from the outset. James focuses in v. 21 on Abraham’s works
because it is this aspect of the patriarch’s life that he needed to highlight for his rhetorical
purposes. Indeed, some of his readers might have cited Gen. 15:6 to stress Abraham’s faith and
then interpreted that faith, as some Jews did, in an intellectual sense, his turning from idolatry ‘to
the worship of the one god’ (cf. e.g., Philo, Virtues 216; Josephus, Antiquities 1.154-57; Jub.
11-12). James is intent on demonstrating that Abraham’s faith went much further than mere
intellectual assent.”483 The text uses a play on words, reading literally, “his faith was working
with [sunergeō] his works [ergon].” James’s point is “not so much that Abraham’s faith produced
his works as that his faith and works cooperated together. The end of that cooperation is not
stated in this verse, but we can assume from v. 21 and v. 23 that it is justification. . . . He
therefore emphasizes that Abraham’s faith was not confined to a mental reorientation at the time
of his ‘conversion’ or to an occasional verbal profession but that it was an active force,
constantly at work along with his deeds.”484
The second phrase in the verse related to Abraham’s faith is that “faith is perfected by works.”
The two parts of this verse are linked in the Greek through chiastic pattern: (A) faith works with
(B) works, (B) by works (A) faith is perfected. 485 How is faith perfected? “Faith finds its
intended shape when it is working; the idea is something being brought to its full realization, its
divinely-intended design and form. . . . James’s point is not unlike what Paul says in Gal 5:6:
‘For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing
that counts is faith working through love.’”486 Richard Bauckham writes,
Besides this dead and useless kind of faith, there is also faith which is effective and
productive. This faith works along with [synērgei] works (2:22a . . . ). This means not just
that faith accompanies works, but that it actively collaborates with them. In other words,
such works are works done in faith, works of faith. James also says that this faith is
completed [eteleiōthē] by works (2:22b). It is not merely that faith needs to be
supplemented by works (as 2:24 alone might suggest) but that faith is fulfilled in works.
Works are the necessary completion of faith which faith itself requires, if faith is
understood as wholehearted commitment to God and God’s will.487
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In verse 23, James cites Genesis 15:6. “The verb ‘was fulfilled’ [eplērōthē] is the standard verb
for the fulfillment of Scripture in the NT, both when events previously predicted take place and
when later occurrences flesh out or ‘fill full’ the meaning of earlier ones, as here. Abraham’s
willingness to sacrifice his son richly filled his earlier profession of faith with fuller meaning.”488
On the idea of Abraham being a “friend of God” (philos theou), Blomberg and Kamell note that
this is not a “direct quotation from the OT, although the idea clearly appears in 2Ch 20:7 and Isa
41:8, which in turn may have been based on Genesis 18:17-18. Because God could not hide from
Abraham what he was about to do (in blessing Abraham’s seed but judging Sodom and
Gomorrah), he was treating him like an intimate confidant.”489
Moving into verse 24, we see that its importance is “indicated by the shift from the indirect
argument of vv. 21-23, where he engaged in debate with an imaginary interlocutor, to the direct
appeal to his readers in v. 24: You [plural] see.”490 He goes on to state flatly, “a person is justified
by works and not by faith alone.” This statement “represents the heart of James’s teaching about
justification” and is the “lightning rod in the theological controversy between James and
Paul.”491 But, as noted above, James does not have to be understood to be contradicting Paul
here. Below are some ways commentators talk about the issue:
Blomberg and Kamell: “It is essential to remember the distinction between James’s and
Paul’s use of the words “faith,” “works,” and “justify” in these two contexts . . . so that
no insoluble contradiction emerges. . . . What James describes as the end result of
justification bringing a person to maturity or ‘completion’ (using the verb [teleioō], Paul
acknowledges in Philippians 1:6 when he expresses his confidence that ‘he who began a
good work in you will carry it on to “completion” [from the related verb (epiteleō)] until
the day of Christ Jesus.’”492
Ben Witherington: “[James 2:24 is] a statement that Paul would never have made. If,
however, we take —and we should—the vindication in James 2:24 as referring to that
final verdict of God on one’s deeds and life work, then even Paul can be said to have
agreed. Even he speaks of a final justification/vindication that is dependent on what
believers do in the interim (Gal 5:5-6). This final vindication or acquittal is in view
here.”493
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Robert Rakestraw: “The apostles do not oppose each other, but work together to combat
the enemy on different fronts. Paul stresses the initial justification of a sinner by grace
through faith without works, whereas James stresses the continuing justification of a
believer by grace through faith which issues in works.”494
Moo: “A more profitable approach is to compare the word ‘faith’ in Paul with the phrase
‘faith alone’ in James. The addition of ‘alone’ shows clearly that James refers to the
bogus faith that he has been attacking throughout this paragraph: the faith that a person
‘claims’ to have (v. 14); a faith that is, in fact, ‘dead’ (vv. 17 and 26) and ‘useless’ (v. 20).
This faith is by no means what Paul means by faith. He teaches that faith is a dynamic,
powerful force, through which the believer is intimately united with Christ, his Lord. . . .
Once we understand ‘faith alone,’ then, as a neat summary of the bogus faith that James
is criticizing, we can find no reason to expect that Paul would have any quarrel with the
claim that ‘faith alone’ does not justify.”495
As a general conclusion on James and Paul, Rakestraw writes, “Whenever people trust in their
religious activities for salvation, God’s servants must strenuously and without compromise
declare Paul’s message of justification by faith. Whenever those in the churches consider correct
doctrine to be the distinguishing mark of true Christianity, James’ message that only an obedient
faith is a saving faith must, just as forcefully, be proclaimed. ‘As the body without the spirit is
dead, so faith without deeds is dead’ (Jas 2:26).”496
While verse 25 begins with the word homoiōs, “likewise,” the fact is that “Rahab differs in
almost every way from Abraham. Whereas Abraham was a wealthy, moral male, the father of the
Jewish nation, and a major figure in his society, Rahab was probably poor, definitely immoral, a
female, an outcast of the Canaanite nation, and a minor figure in her society. By adding ‘the
prostitute’ [hē pornē], James emphasizes her status as a classic sinner.”497 Davids writes,
Rahab was a person who fascinated the Jews . . . . James says little about her, but much of
what he does not say is assumed. For example, James does not mention her faith
directly . . . , but not only does one have her speech in Jos. 2:9, 10 combined with the
evidence of Heb. 11:31 and 1 Clem. 12:1, 8 to show that Christian tradition valued her as
an example of faith, but also one finds in Jewish tradition that she was lauded as the
archetypical proselyte, one “brought near” . . . . Yet James naturally chooses to dwell on
her deed, using the rhetorical question . . . to elicit the positive response from the reader.
494

Robert V. Rakestraw, “James 2:14-16: Does James Contradict the Pauline Soteriology?” Criswell Theological
Review 1 (1986): 49.
495

Moo, James, 141.

496

Rakestraw, “James 2:14-16,” 50.

497

Blomberg and Kamell, James, 140.

!

146

All her intellectual conversion would not have saved her life had she not protected the
spies and followed their directions. . . . Obviously James has an excellent example in
Rahab, but his mentioning her right after Abraham may not be accidental. In 1 Clem.
10-12 both are cited as examples saved [dia pistin kai philoxenian, “through faith and
hospitality”]. Note that (1) the two works are probably not dependent upon one another,
(2) the same deeds of both characters are recalled in 1 Clement as in James, and (3) faith
and hospitality (a form of charity for which Clement is arguing) are stressed in Clement
and are necessary for James’s argument. Thus . . . both these works [probably] draw on a
common Jewish tradition which cited these heroes as examples of charity.”498
James concludes in verse 26 with “one last analogy, that of the body and spirit, comparing the
tangible and intangible dimensions of a person. Without an immaterial life-force animating the
material body, the person is just a corpse. Likewise, James says, faith is dead without works to
fill it with life. Here is the final answer to the question first raised in 2:14, ‘is such faith able to
save a person?’ The answer, throughout all the arguments and examples of 2:14-26, has been a
resounding ‘no.’ Faith that does not reveal itself in works — in a changed lifestyle that glorifies
God and seeks his heart for the world — is dead, lifeless, workless, and worthless. In reality, it is
not faith at all; it is only the shell or the corpse of faith.”499

General Scholarly Comment
Luke Timothy Johnson
For the reader who has followed James’ argument to this point, 2:14-26 presents no great puzzle.
The theme implicit from the first, namely the necessity of acting out one’s faith in consistent
deeds, now becomes explicit. And for the reader uncommitted to theories of literary
fragmentation, the connection between this section and chapter one is equally obvious. In
1:22-25, James had insisted on being “not only a hearer of the word” but also a doer; now, the
contrast is between “faith alone” and the doing of faith (2:18-16). Likewise, in 1:27, James had
identified the “visiting of orphans and widows in their distress” as the mark of genuine rather
than counterfeit religion. Now, he provides the negative example of the one whose religious
language camouflages a failure to respond to the needs of the poor (2:14-17).
The essential connection between this section and the first part of chapter two is also fairly
obvious. After the opening rhetorical question in 2:14 that poses the same sort of opposition as
did 2:1, James provides a similar lively hypothetical case (2:15-16; see 2:2-3), ending in a
rhetorical question (2:16, see 2:4). In 2:5-7, the readers were shown the logical inconsistency of
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their behavior; now in 2:18-19, the claim that faith and deeds are separable is refuted by a
reduction ad absurdum. As 2:8-11 argued halachically for the unitary character of obedience to
the law of love, so 2:20-25 argues hagadically from the examples of Abraham and Rahab, given
by the narratives of Torah, for the unitary character of faith and faith’s deeds.
. . . James’ own understanding of genuine (“perfect”) faith is revealed in the examples he cites
from Torah. Both Abraham and Rahab had faith that was demonstrated by their actions. The
example of Abraham is much more elaborated. James’ choice of the “testing of Abraham” (in
God’s call to sacrifice his son Isaac) is particularly appropriate, for that act of fidelity by
Abraham serves precisely to make James’ point: the Akedah was not a replacement of faith by
deeds but was itself a deed worked by faith: “You see that faith was working together with his
deeds” (2:22). And the point of the example is that “faith was brought to perfection” (2:22; see
1:4). For James, the significance of Abraham begins and ends with his faith. The issue is only
how that faith is expressed and brought to its fulfillment. 500
Scot McKnight
The word “mercy” in 2:13, expressing as it does the “law of liberty” in 2:12 (cf. 1:25) and the
law of loving one’s neighbor as oneself in 2:8, both contrasts with the partiality of the messianic
community’s behaviors (2:2-4, 9) and leads James to a robust defense of works. In brief, “mercy”
is expounded in 2:14-26 in the term “works” and, because James connects faith and works, one
can also say that “mercy” is expounded in what James means by a proper faith. 2:1 established
that “faith” in the Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious one, is inconsistent with prejudicial behaviors
against the poor. What James meant by “faith” there was not entirely clear, but he now clarifies
it: faith involves works of mercy. All of this to say that the prejudicial, partial behavior of the
messianic community (2:1-4) is inconsistent both with Judaism and the gospel of Jesus.
James drives his conclusion home repeatedly in 2:14-26, beginning with an interrogation
(2:14-17) in which the questions imply sharp rebuttal and then proceeding to a set of challenges
(2:18-26). He begins with two questions about the saving inadequacy of a faith that is not
simultaneously at work in deeds of mercy (2:14): “What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if
you say you have faith but do not have works? Can faith save you?” The implied answers to
these questions — “no good” and “no” — are then elaborated with a graphic, almost comic,
example (2:15-16): “Go in peace. . . .” The example is couched in a conditional sentence, the
concluding apodosis being a question that repeats what was asked in v. 14: “What good is it?”
James then draws his conclusion (2:17), which becomes the focus of yet more questions and
repeated conclusions in 2:18-26.
. . . It fascinates theologians, pastors, and lay persons to tease out the relationship of faith and
works: Is the former the foundation of the latter? If so, why does James not say it quite that way?
Are works a dimension of faith? Is faith nearly the same or identical with works? Is faith a work?
500
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Are works faith itself or a demonstration of the presence of faith? Why, then, do non-followers of
Jesus have as many works as faith-focused Christians? These are important questions, but they
do not drive what James is arguing here. He is arguing that faith without works is useless, unable
to save, ineffective, and dead. Whatever relationship there is between faith and works or works
and faith, there is a relationship — but what concerns James is not analysis of the relationship
but the ineradicable necessity of works in faith.501
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JAMES #9 ( 3 : 1 - 12 )
Introductory Issues
In this passage, James begins by encouraging not many to become teachers because of the
strictness with which they will be judged. He then moves to discuss how powerful the tongue is,
whether it is used for good or evil. Before looking at the text in more detail, below are two
introductory items.
On James 3:1-4:12
First, commentators note how in this passage we come to a new section of James: “A major
break occurs at the end of Jas 2. The apostle turns from unpacking the theme of riches and
poverty to his elaboration of the theme of wisdom and obedience, particularly in the area of
speech. This section will span 3:1-4:12.”502 Furthermore, the subject matter becomes a little less
cohesive in this next section. Scot McKnight reminds us that it is important to remember that
James is not “organized like a Pauline or Petrine epistle, which follow a more linear, logical line
of thinking . . . Instead, James is organized by topics that, while they are related to what precedes
and unfold with a variety of rhetorical features, are not logical inferences or ordered
progressions.”503 Thus, while James 1:19-2:26 had a “fairly obvious conceptual unity, focused on
the need to practice true religion by doing the works that the word of God requires . . . no such
theme binds together the following paragraphs. James warns about the considerable and
potentially destructive power of human speech (3:1-12); contrasts the ‘wisdom from above’ with
the ‘wisdom from below’ (3:13-18); rebukes his readers for quarreling (4:1-3); issues a strongly
worded call to repentance (4:4-10); and tells his readers to stop criticizing one another
(4:11-12).”504 At the same time, there is loose unity in the themes of the tongue/speech, envy,
violence, and quarreling.505
James and Teachers
Second, another issue that is often discussed is whether James refers to teachers throughout the
passage or only in the first couple of verses. Some believe he refers to teachers throughout. For
example, Ralph Martin writes, “Though James never explicitly mentions teachers in the present
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verse it is a fair inference that he has them in mind both here and throughout the chapter.”506
McKnight looks at both angles but concludes that “the balance of the evidence, especially the
continuing focus on teachers in 3:13, suggests that the entirety of 3:1-4:12 is addressed to the
teachers of the messianic community.”507 On the other hand, others disagree. Craig Blomberg
and Mariam Kamell write, “Clearly everything in these twelve verses can apply directly to
[teachers] but, after v. 1, James never mentions them explicitly again. The ‘we all’ in v. 2a begins
to generalize already, and the ‘anyone’ in v. 2b may suggest that James is now thinking of all
people. But the ‘for’ at the beginning of v. 2 links it closely with v. 1, whereas v. 2b starts a
completely independent thought. So the explicit warning against too many teachers should be
identified as encompassing vv. 1-2a.”508 Douglas Moo agrees: “While James has obvious
concern about the application of his teaching to Christian leaders (cf. also v. 13), we doubt that
he writes as directly as [in v. 1] to those leaders throughout the paragraph.”509

Overview
At this point in the letter, then, “James, having concluded his present discussion of the
relationship of rich and poor, including the need for charity to enliven true faith, turns to a
second theme of the work previously mentioned in 1:19-21 (and also in 1:5-8, although this
section is really taken up more in 3:13), pure speech. Nothing could be more distressing to a
community or more divisive than bickering and mutual verbal abuse, especially if the teachers of
the community are those doing the sniping. James points out how inconsistent and evil such
behavior is and even suggests that it may be an indication that the people in question are not as
inspired by God’s Spirit as they may think.”510
The overall flow of the text is as follows: “James begins with a negative warning in 3:1a and
immediately gives a reason for the warning (3:1b). He then gives the same warning, this time
with a subtle concession about the inevitability of everyone stumbling (3:2a) but a special status
for those who manage not to stumble in speech patterns (3:2b). At this point James simply begins
to expound on the magnitude of the impact of the tongue (3:3-12), and he does not properly bring
what he has said in 3:1-2 to a close, or if he does, not explicitly. He begins addressing the
problem of the tongue’s magnitude by giving three clever, concrete examples: a bit and a horse
(3:3), a rudder and a ship (3:4), and a spark and a fire (3:5b-6). In the middle of this, he makes
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his analogy clear by saying that the tongue is a small member of a big body (3:5a). Then he turns
from observation of the magnitude of the tongue’s impact to say that it is hard to tame the tongue
(3:7-8), and he makes his point once again with analogy, now from domestication of animals.
Fatigued either by the teachers or the flow of his examples, James gasps about the tragedy of
how the tongue is used. Thus, he challenges his readers/teachers simply to stop using the tongue
for destruction (3:9-12).”511

Structure
This passage, Peter Davids writes, “naturally breaks into three segments. First, 3:1-2a is an
introductory saying formed of one admonition plus a common truism which had perhaps become
a proverb. . . . Second, 3:2b-5a forms a supporting paragraph on the difficulty of controlling the
tongue. . . . Third, 3:5b-12 forms a second supporting paragraph on the evil power of the tongue
and its impropriety.”512 Verses 5b-12 could be broken down even further into 3:5b-8 and 3:9-12,
as do Blomberg and Kamell. Below are a few commentary outlines.
Peter Davids:
The Demand for Pure Speech 3:1-4:12
1. Pure speech has no anger 3:1-12
a. Warning against self-exaltation 3:1-2a
b. Warning about the power of the tongue 3:2b-5a
c. Warning about the doubleness in the tongue 3:5b-12
2. Pure speech comes from wisdom 3:13-18
3. Pure prayer is without anger/in trust 4:1-10(12)
a. Prayer with anger and desire 4:1-3
b. Condemnation of compromise 4:4-6
c. Call to repentance 4:7-10
4. Pure speech is uncondemning 4:11-12513
Craig Blomberg & Mariam Kamell:
Wisdom and Speech (3:1-4:12)
1. The Power of the Tongue (3:1-12)
a. The Problem of Too Many Teachers (3:1-2a)
b. The Positive Potential of Speech (3:2b-5a)
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c. The Negative Potential of Speech (3:5b-8)
d. The Possibility of Inconsistency (3:9-12)
2. Wisdom from Above and Wisdom from Below (3:13-18)
3. The Misuse of Speech in Quarrels and Slander (4:1-12)514
Douglas Moo:
The Community Dimension of Spiritual Wholeness: Pure Speech and Peace, Part 1
(3:1-4:3)
A. Control of the Tongue Manifests the Transformed Heart (3:1-12)
B. True Wisdom Brings Peace (3:13-4:3)515
Scot McKnight has a general outline but also a more comprehensive breakdown in his
comments. Below is a combination of the two:
6. General exhortations for teachers (3:1-4:12)
6.1 Teachers and the tongue (3:1-12)
6.1.1. The Warning (3:1-2)
6.1.2. The Magnitude of the Tongue’s Impact (3:3-12)
6.1.2.1. The Problem: Three Analogies (3:3-6)
6.1.2.2. The Difficulty: Taming the Tongue (3:7-8)
6.1.2.3. The Challenge: Tragedy and the Tongue (3:9-12)
6.1.2.3.1. The Problem Restated (3:9-10)
6.1.2.3.2. The Problem Illustrated (3:11-12)
6.2 Teachers and wisdom (3:13-18)
6.3 Teachers and dissensions (4:1-10)
6.4 Teachers, the community, and the tongue (4:11-12)516

Textual Notes
Verses 1-2a
On teachers (didaskaloi), Blomberg and Kamell explain that “in the ancient Mediterranean world
teachers were held in high respect, so perhaps many in James’s congregations were trying to
attain that status, possibly as a way to overcome other social oppressions. However, the
proverbial conclusion to the sentence suggests a more timeless warning, akin to ‘let not many
become. . . .’ In the Christian world, teaching is not so much a privilege as a responsibility for
514
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which we will be held accountable. Religious teachers in James’s world were those who passed
on sacred tradition. Their key task was to learn it accurately and transmit it exactly.”517
The word “for” (gar) at the beginning of verse 2 indicates that “v. 2 explains or gives the basis
for v. 1. The probable logic of the argument is: Teachers are more susceptible to judgment than
others because they regularly engage in that activity which is hardest to keep from sin — one’s
speech.”518 The word for “stumble” is ptaio (BDAG: “to lose one’s footing, stumble, trip”519 ),
which can be taken metaphorically as “make a mistake” and here is used “in a theological sense
for committing sins. He may be thinking especially of inadvertent, ‘minor’ errors in judgment, as
with many sins of speech. Because ‘to stumble’ is an intransitive verb, ‘many’ [polla] cannot be a
direct object but must be an adverbial accusative. The most natural meaning in this context
would be ‘in many ways,’ though James might have something slightly more specific in
mind.”520
One scholar writes that “there were officers (5:14) in the young developing community, but
apparently at this stage there was no ordination or training process required to teach in the
assembly. It was relatively easy for those with ability and motivation to put themselves forward
as teachers.”521 Thus, here “James warns against too strong an influx into the teaching
position.”522
Verses 2b-5
In the second part of verse 2, James begins with ei tis, “if anyone,” thus using a “formula for a
hypothetical instance which he frequently used to begin paragraphs within a larger context (1:5;
[1:26]) . . . . The verb [ptaio] (see 3:2a) forms the catchword link between the topic statement of
3:1-2a and the first supporting paragraph.”523 Moo summarizes verse 2b well:
As we all know to our chagrin, words have a way of escaping our mouths before they are
carefully considered — sometimes with unfortunate results. The problem is one that
Proverbs highlights repeatedly. See, for instance, 18:6-7: “A fool’s lips bring him strife,
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and his mouth invites a beating. A fool’s mouth is his undoing, and his lips are a snare to
his soul.” But Philo provides the closest parallel: “But if a man succeeded, as if handling
a lyre, in bringing all the notes of the thing that is good into tune, bringing speech into
harmony with intent, and intent with deeds, such an one would be considered perfect and
of a truly harmonious character” (Posterity and Exile of Cain 88). Indeed, the ease with
which people sin in speech and the dire results of this sin are staple themes in both Jewish
Wisdom literature and in Hellenistic moral exhortation broadly. James, then, is hardly
saying anything new in claiming that a person . . . who did not sin in speech would be
perfect. Indeed, James adds, that person would surely be able to control the whole body
as well. So difficult is the mouth to control, so given is it to utter the false, the biting, the
slanderous word, so prone to stay open when it were more profitably closed, that the
person who has it in control surely has the ability to “keep in check” other, less unruly,
members of the body. The word for keep in check here means, literally, “bridle.” The
word both harks back to 1:26 (the only other occurrence of the verb in the NT) and
anticipates the metaphor of v. 3 (the word “bit” is cognate in Greek to the word “bridle”
here).524
Thus, here we are “introduced to the concept that the tongue controls the rest of the body. To be
able to keep one’s tongue in check shows that one is also able to keep one’s whole body in check
—both physical movement and moral action. James is doubtless implying ‘that since speech sins
are the most difficult to stop, if we could stop them, then we surely could stop all the rest.’ But he
may also be thinking of how evil proceeds from thought (cf. Jas 1:13-15; see also Mt 15:10-20),
which is formulated into speech in our minds, whether or not we ever utter it, so that the tongue,
as a synecdoche for speech and metonymy for thought more generally, is the key to all behavior
as well as attitudes. A secondary level of meaning can also be seen if one understands
‘body’ [sōma] in an ecclesial sense, so that the tongue of a teacher guides and controls the entire
body of the church. On this reading, James highlights the responsibility of teachers for the health
of their congregations.”525
In verse 3, James begins to answer the question, “Can our speech really have that big an
impact?”526 He “anticipates this objection and now launches into a series of illustrations to
reinforce his belief that a comparatively small ‘member,’ such as the tongue, has influence out of
all proportion to its size.”527 The use of chalinagōgeō, “bridle,” in the last verse “prepared for the
image of the bit or bridle (chalinon) being placed in the mouths of horses to control them . . . .
The image of the charioteer as one who controls powerful beasts is widespread . . . and,
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especially following Plato’s appropriation of the image for reason’s control of the passions . . . ,
found in moral discourse.”528
In verse 4, “James offers a second, parallel illustration, this time of a boat. Even more so than
with the horse, he stresses the size and power of the great ships, which are likewise controlled
and guided by something a miniscule fraction of their size. The two concessive participles,
‘being’ [onta] and ‘being driven’ [elaunomena], provide the idea that ‘although’ ships can be
huge and buffeted by severe storms, a tiny mechanism at one end of each boat can steer it.
Meanwhile, the term ‘smallest’ [elachistou] emphasizes how tiny the rudder is, probably
exemplifying the elative use (meaning ‘very, very small,’ though not literally ‘the smallest,’ as in
the superlative). Pilots retain their power over ships because they control the rudders. If,
however, a rudder does not work properly, the ship can veer wholly out of control. In the same
way, if the tongue is not harnessed, the entire person can become uncontrollable. When
functioning as it was designed, the tongue, like a rudder, enables those who steer wisely to set
the course they desire.”529
Moving into verse 5, James begins with the phrase houtōs kai, “so also.” Thus, before he “trots
out his third analogy (3:5b), he breaks in to make the analogies clear: ‘So also the tongue is a
small member, yet it boasts of great exploits.’ The focus, once again, is small versus large, and
his intent is to press home to the teachers that their tongue is a small instrument with potentially
devastating effects.”530 On “boasting” (aucheō), Moo and Johnson believe James is using the
term neutrally, simply saying that the tongue is small but “can legitimately make the claim to
have considerable power,”531 while McKnight thinks James is more negative and “concerned
with the vaunting pride and vituperative rhetoric characteristic of teachers who are destructive to
the community.”532
On the rest of the verse, McKnight writes the following:
James then resumes by moving briefly to a third analogy, to fire, and this analogy will
lead to a more complete exposition in vv. 6-12. James wants the teachers to realize that
their tongues are like a spark setting on fire a forest: “How great a forest is set ablaze by a
small fire!” Anyone familiar with the American West these days knows that even a spark
at the wrong time can threaten the lives and homes of thousands. It might also be
observed that forests are uncommon in the Land of Israel, and this leads some to suggest
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that hylē, “forest,” might have its more common meaning “wood,” suggesting brush fires
instead of the conflagration of a forest (cf. Isa 10:17). The best commentary is perhaps
Philo, with whom James shares so many similarities in this passage. In speaking of desire
(epithymia), Philo says that from desire “flow the most iniquitous actions, public and
private, small and great, dealing with things sacred or things profane, affecting bodies
and souls and what are called external things. For nothing escapes desire, and as I have
said before, like a flame in the forest, it spreads abroad and consumes and destroys
everything.”533
Additionally, “Impossible to convey in English translation is a striking rhetorical feature of this
sentence: the words ‘great’ and ‘small’ translate the same Greek word. The word in question
(hēlikos) ‘expresses magnitude in either direction’ . . . . By giving it contextually marked
opposite meanings, James accentuates the contrast between the small initial ‘fire’ . . . and the
huge resulting conflagration.”534 By way of summary on verses 3-5, we see that the “emphases
of James’s three analogies varies: the bit and horse emphasized small size and great impact, the
rudder and ship emphasized not only small and great but also guidance, while the spark and
forest now emphasizes small and great along with destructiveness.”535
Verses 6-12
Verse 6 begins with the phrase kai hē glōssa pyr, “and/also the tongue is a fire.” Here James
“abandons simile—the tongue is like a bit, the rudder, the spark—in favor of straightforward
metaphors.”536 The word kai could indicate the tongue, like the fire of the previous verse, is
“also” a fire (as in NIV). But translating the kai as “and” is probably better: “‘Also’ makes little
sense in this context, since James has already identified (implicitly) the tongue with fire in v. 5b.
His point in v. 6, rather, is to sharpen the point about the tongue being a fire; we might
paraphrase: ‘And yes, the tongue really is a fire.’”537
As the verse continues, it becomes difficult grammatically, so much so that some have suggested
that the text as it stands is wrong and in need of emendation. This is probably unnecessary, but,
as McKnight writes, even “if we take the text as printed as reliable, there remain exegetical
problems because the syntax is unusual.”538 Immediately after the phrase “and the tongue is a
fire” there are no conjunctions, and the text reads, literally, “the world of unrighteousness/
iniquity the tongue is set in our members.” The word for “world” (kosmos) can also mean
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“adornment,” and it would be technically possible to see the tongue “adorning” unrighteousness
in some way through “fine-sounding phrases,”539 but it is best to stick with the general idea of
“world.”
Problems of interpretation continue, however. McKnight explains, “Should this be taken as ‘The
tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity; the tongue is placed among our members’? Or as ‘The
tongue is a fire. The tongue is placed among our members as a world of iniquity’? The first
option is possible but unlikely [though followed in several English versions]. ‘A world of
iniquity’ is not simply an appositional phrase with ‘the tongue is a fire,’ but is instead the
‘object’ of the near predicative verb ‘is placed.’ The grammar suggests that the tongue is divinely
appointed among the members of the body and that its placement as the speaking instrument
gives it potency for abuse when humans choose to use it for what it was not intended to
accomplish. When it is used improperly it ‘becomes’ a ‘world of iniquity.’”540
It is also possible to understand the verb “set/placed/appointed” (kathistēmi) in the middle voice
so that, instead of someone (possibly God) “setting/placing/appointing” the tongue, the tongue
“sets/places/appoints itself” among “our members.” Moo notes that “James uses the same form
of this verb in a similar construction in 4:4, where it is middle and has the meaning ‘makes
oneself.’ This interpretation fits perfectly the idea of the tongue’s arrogant boasting (v. 5).
Though a small member of the body, it ‘appoints’ itself as the ‘unrighteous world’; that is, the
tongue, by virtue of being the most difficult of all parts of the body to control, becomes the
conduit by which all the evil of the world around us comes to expression in us.”541
James finishes out the verse with a “series of three parallel participles that further decry the
baneful effects of the tongue”542 :
staining the whole body,
setting on fire the entire course of life,
and set on fire by hell.
By “staining” (spilousa) the whole body, “the tongue destroys ‘true religion’—which, James has
told us, requires that we keep ourselves form being polluted, or ‘stained’ (aspilon) by the
world.”543 Davids notes that “what is stained is the body in a typical Jewish sense, i.e. the whole
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person . . . , for again it is clear that a person is morally tarred with the brush of his tongue.”544
However, the tongue “does not stop there, for it sets fire to the whole course of life, as anyone
who has seen a plot develop into action or an argument turn into a fight will testify the origin of
this fire is hell itself.”545 These second and third phrases, then,
return to the imagery of fire that dominates vv. 5b-6, as James identifies the extent and
the source of the devastation that the tongue creates in a person’s life. The NIV’s “whole
course of his life” translates a Greek phrase that means, literally, “the wheel of origin, or
existence.” The same phrase was used in certain ancient pagan religions to describe the
unending cycle of reincarnations from which one could seek deliverance by adherence to
the religion. Some commentators (e.g., Ropes) think that the occurrence of this technical
religious phrase here demonstrates that the author of the letter must have been familiar
with such religious currents and is therefore unlikely to have been a Palestinian Jew like
James the brother of the Lord. But such a conclusion is unnecessary. The word “wheel”
was fairly widely used among Jews in the Hellenistic period to characterize the regular
“turn” of fortune. And the phrase “wheel of existence” itself may, like so many originally
technical expressions, have become fairly widespread as a way of describing the “ups and
downs” of life. . . . A Palestinian Jew acquainted with the wider Hellenistic world could
easily have used such a phrase with this sense. The NIV translation the whole course of
life therefore captures the sense of the phrase quite well. Not only does the tongue corrupt
the whole person; it also “sets on fire,” wreaks havoc, throughout one’s life. But where
does this enormously destructive potential come from? From hell, says James. “Hell”
translates the Gk. gehenna, which is a transliteration of two Hebrew words that mean
“Valley of Hinnom.” This valley, just outside Jerusalem, gained an evil reputation in the
OT and intertestamental period. Pagan child sacrifices were carried out there (cf. Jer.
32:35), and trash was often burned in it. Jesus used the word to refer to the place of
ultimate condemnation. James again betrays his connection to Jesus, since only in the
teaching of Jesus do we find this word elsewhere in the NT (11 times). The power of
Satan himself, the chief denizen of hell, gives to the tongue its great destructive
potential.546
Moving on to verse 7, Blomberg and Kamell write the following:
James moves to a different analogy from the realm of wild animals to depict the out-ofcontrol nature of the tongue. While “kind” [physis] can refer to “nature,” as in the
character of something, here it refers to every “type” or “species” (cf. NRSV) of animal
within the particular categories. The list of creatures employs partitive genitives,
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implying “every kind of animal out of the following groups.” The division of the animals
into these four categories originates in Gen 1:26 and 9:2. James’s allusion to creation
recalls the divine mandate to the first humans to “subdue” the world. While the animal
world remains under humanity’s control, thus preserving the creation order, the tongue
does not.
The first verb, “is tame” [damazetai], represents a gnomic present, affirming merely the
possibility that these animals can be tamed. The second verb, “has been
tamed” [dedamastai], may function as a hyperbole. James is not trying to argue that
humanity has tamed every single animal at some point or other, but, more than even in
his day, humanity has domesticated the natural world through its construction of cities,
roads, farms, and the like. Moreover, already in the first century people had tamed a large
number of the animals for their animals for their own purposes. Psalm 8:6-8 further
shows the idea of subduing animals not only for agriculture, but also as hunters sought
prey in the wild.547
James says these animals have been tamed tē physei tē anthrōpinē, which means, literally, either
“by the human nature” or “by the human kind/species.” Blomberg and Kamell argue for the
second, explaining that “just as the first use of ‘kind’ [physis] in this verse meant ‘a species of’
animal, the second use likewise refers to ‘humankind’ (the species of humanity), not to ‘the
nature of humans.’ Baker suggests that, by the repeated use of [physis], both for the animals and
for people, James is using irony to depict humanity as just one more creation of God, potentially
no better than the animals.548
Then in verse 8 “James pops the bubble of pride: no one is able to tame his own tongue.”549 Next
he “expands upon the problem with two nominative phrases which serve to explain the
situation”550 —it is “a restless evil, full of deadly poison.” The word for “restless” is akatastatos,
which “has already appeared once in James (1:8 and nowhere else in the NT), where it refers to
the instability of the double-minded. It is related to the noun [akatastasia], which will appear in
3:16 as a characteristic vice of unspiritual men, but which is never a feature of God (1 Cor.
14:33; cf. Lk. 21:9; 2 Cor. 6:5; 12:20; in Pr. 26:28 LXX it is caused by the tongue), for heaven
has perfect stability and peace.”551 Davids continues, “Second, the tongue is full of death-dealing
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poison. Ps. 140:3 . . . contains a similar idea, and may be the origin of the metaphor (as in Rom.
3:13), although the idea was widespread in Jewish literature.”552
In verse 9, James brings his “critique of the tongue to a conclusion by attributing to it the
‘doubleness’ that he so frequently deplores in his letter. The ‘double-minded man’ (1:8; cf. 4:8),
inconsistent in his faith, trying to please both God and the world at the same time, epitomized the
concern that James has for his readers. Such a person tries to combine faith in Jesus Christ with
denigration of Christ’s people (2:1-13). They claim to have faith in God while failing to exhibit
the works that true faith always produces (2:14-26). And now, we find, they use the same tongue
both to praise our Lord and Father and to curse men, who have been made in God’s likeness.
This matter of the doubleness of the tongue is the theme of vv. 9-12. These verses are not tied to
the preceding context in any explicit manner (i.e., no particle or conjunction is found at the
beginning of v. 9). Bu a logical connection seems clear: the inconsistency of the tongue is a very
clear indication of the ‘restless evil’ (v. 8) that it is. James could choose no stronger contrast to
illustrate the duality of the tongue than its use in ‘praising’ God and ‘cursing’ human beings.”553
Blomberg and Kamell write that “blessing the Lord and cursing people reflect the best and worst
of human speech. . . . The term for ‘we curse’ [katarōmetha] does not necessarily include the
idea of an official, public curse placed on those who have rejected the church, as synagogues
later intoned on members who had become followers of Jesus.”554 More likely the “prohibition
of cursing was aimed at those who struck out in anger (see Matt 5:21-26) against other
Christians, especially when disputes flared up during internal squabbles. Such a practice could
easily characterize those who are pictured as double-minded (1:7, 8), who manifest an attitude of
partiality (2:4), and who accept the lopsided doctrine of faith without deeds.”555 The disgust
James shows here is “founded on the self-defeating idea of cursing someone made in the ‘image
of God.’ This implies, derivatively, that human beings, despite the fall, retain vestiges of God’s
image, and so to curse a fellow human, whether or not Christian, is to curse the reflection of the
divine.”556 Likewise, McKnight notes that “two things happen here: not only does James connect
humans to God, who in 3:9a is to be blessed, but James elevates all humans to the condition of
being made in God’s image—that is, they are God-like (and therefore indirectly ‘blessable’).”557
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In verse 10, the “dual deceit of the tongue is now recast in the form of a deception emanating
from the mouth.”558 Here James “summarizes this contradictory state of affairs and then
denounces it. The denunciation declares that the same person should not be capable of both
blessing and cursing. James’s language strongly rebukes those who speak in this duplicitous
manner, urgently insisting that this behavior has no place among Christians. People turn deceitful
when they speak with forked tongues.”559 In verses 9-10 there is a “clear echo of Jesus’ teaching
in Mt 12:33-37, concerning how someone with an evil heart cannot speak good and how one’s
words come from one’s heart. . . . James’s teaching also echoes Mt 15:18 on how speech from an
impure heart defiles.”560 Thus, “like Jesus, James insists that what comes from people’s mouths
illustrates their hearts, so that this kind of double-speak reveals the vacillating allegiance
condemned in 1:5-8.”561
In verses 11-12, James provides a series of images, and each one “leads the reader to think of a
source producing something inappropriate.”562 He begins with an untranslated word (mēti) that
“introduces a question that expects a negative answer” and shows that, of course, these things are
impossible.563 Richard Bauckham explains the metaphors:
James 3:11-12 is carefully composed. Two images involving water frame two involving
fruit. The first three images are framed as questions, inviting readers to agree, from
ordinary experience of nature, that such things are obviously impossible. Putting the final
image in the form of a statement then leaves a satisfying conclusive impression.
The sequence of four images functions, not only to support the point made in the previous
verse (‘from the same mouth come blessing and cursing . . . this ought not to be so’), but
also to effect a transition in thought to the verses which follow. The first image
corresponds precisely to the point in verse 10: it illustrates the impossibility of a single
source producing two different kinds of product, one good, one bad (‘good’ and ‘bad’
from the point of view of value to humans). The other three images make the point that a
source of one kind cannot produce a product of a different kind. The two images of fruit
make this point in a neutral way (all the plants and fruits are equally ‘good’), which the
final image reintroduces a difference between good and bad: a salt spring (‘bad’ in the
sense of not useful to humans) cannot produce fresh water (a good product). Thus the
implication of the metaphors shifts from the initial claim that one person cannot utter
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both good and bad statements (blessing God and cursing people) to the claim that a
person of one kind cannot utter statements of another kind and finally to the claim that a
bad person cannot utter good statements. This is an intelligible and logical progression of
thought. From the first claim it follows that the blessing and the cursing of a person who
utters both cannot be taken equally seriously. The blessing of God by such a person must
be only an empty liturgical act, while the cursing of people proceeds from the real nature
of the person. A person whose real nature is shown by their cursing to be evil cannot utter
genuinely good statements. This conclusion then provides a close link with the following
verses, which focus on the outward expression of what is in the heart (3:13-17).564

General Scholarly Comment
Luke Timothy Johnson
James makes failure to control speech the very antithesis of authentic religion (1:26), and his
religious framework is that of Torah. Speech is evaluated in relational, indeed, covenantal terms:
human speech and action should be normed by the speech and action of the God who has
involved himself with humans.
The essay of 3:1-12 provides three important insights into this perspective. First, the theme of
human “double-mindedness” (1:8; 4:8) is here located in behavior that is “double-tongued.” But
we notice that this is not simply a matter of saying one thing and meaning another. When one
uses the same tongue to bless God, yet curse the human person who is created according to the
likeness of God (3:9), one betrays in a fundamental way the allegiance by which one claims to
live. This is not a matter of error or fault, but of sin. The theological warrant, that humans “are
created according to God’s likeness,” in turn, does not derive from the observation of human
behavior but is rooted in the tradition and teaching of Torah. Something more than the perfection
of the human sage is at stake, here. What is at issue is the proper mode of perceiving and
responding to God’s creation.
Second, when James says that the tongue is “inflamed by Gehenna” (3:6), he does more than
evoke the symbolic world of Judaism. He points to the cosmic dualism underlying the “two
ways” of disposing human freedom. The rule of God in the world is opposed by the work of the
devil. . . . All human activity, including speech, is defined in terms of these two allegiances. This
understanding shapes all of James’ sayings on speech. . . . Third, James, places human speech
within the context of God’s word. The readers are reminded in 1:18 that they have been given
birth as a kind of “firstfruits of creation” (note again the creation imagery as in 3:7-10) by “the
word of truth” (logos tēs alētheias). And in 1:21, they are told to “receive with meekness the
implanted word that is able to save [their] souls.” Human speech is qualified by reference to the
564
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creative and saving word of God. God’s word shapes a form of identity and behavior not
measurable by the world and its “wisdom.” When James in 3:1 speaks of teachers receiving
“greater judgment,” therefore, he does not mean in the eyes of fellow humans. He means before
the eyes of God: “so speak and so act, as people who are going to be judged by the law of
freedom” (2:12). 565
Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell
In beginning this passage by warning that fewer in his churches should become teachers, James
may be reflecting on Jesus’ words later recorded in Mt 23:2-7. There Christ laments that various
Jewish teachers do not practice what they preach as they make life difficult for those under them
(vv. 2-4), and that they overly value the status and respect that come with their position (vv. 5-7).
The rest of the NT contains numerous examples of good and bad teachers. Teaching can be a
spiritual gift exercised for the edification of the church (Ro 12:7; 1Co 12:28; Eph 4:12) or a selfappointed role for which one is unqualified — doctrinally and/or behaviorally (see esp. the false
teachers opposed in Jude, 2 Peter, and 1-3 John).
On the greater responsibility and accountability that teachers have, by virtue of the dominant role
that speech plays in their vocation, James may have remembered teachings like those enshrined
in Lk 12:48b and Mk 12:36-40. Of course, teachers in the ancient Mediterranean world were far
more than transmitters of tradition; they were models to be imitated in every walk of life, as Paul
repeatedly exemplifies by calling people to imitate his own ministry of service (e.g. 1Co 4:16; 1
Th 1:6), even to the degree that he can soberly affirm he is imitating Christ (1Co 11:1).
. . . Before James scares everyone away from teaching or even from speaking at all, he reminds
us of the extraordinary amount of good that skilled instruction and sensitive speaking can
accomplish. Tiny bits and rudders enable equestrians and ships’ captains to guide much larger,
unruly modes of transportation exactly where they want them to go a substantial majority of the
time (vv. 3-4). Whether the informal teaching of a parent to a child or the formal instruction of a
professor in the classroom, the opportunity to mold the lives of others for kingdom values is an
enormous privilege and as rewarding a vocation as any on earth.
. . . For this very reason, speech can prove highly destructive as well. A long list of biblical and
apocryphal proverbs could be enlisted for proof here, too.
•
•
•

A harsh word stirs up anger (Pr 15:1b).
The mouth of the fool gushed folly (15:2b).
A perverse tongue crushes the spirit (15:4b).

The list is almost endless. Particularly apposite to Jas 3:5-6 is Pr 16:27: “Scoundrels plot evil,
and on their lips it is like a scorching fire” (TNIV). Compare also 18:21 (which recalls Jas
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3:7-8): “The tongue as the power of life and death.” . . . The rotten fruit of an untamed tongue
include “gossiping, belittling, cursing, bragging, manipulating, false teaching, exaggerating,
complaining, flattering and lying.”
. . . James’s exhortation here . . . applies the doctrine of the imago Dei to our speech. We need to
recover the abhorrence of believers praising God while cursing people that James displayed in v.
10a. . . . The imagery of these verses further reminds us of Jesus’ teaching in Mt 7:16-20: we will
be known by our fruit. A truly good tree cannot bear bad fruit. From a bird’s-eye view, what will
ultimately characterize the overall life of a redeemed person is constructive speech.566
David P. Nystrom
In this section James makes three basic points. (1) Small items, such as the tongue, a rudder, or
even one teacher, can and often do control a larger whole, such as the body, a ship, or an entire
congregation. (2) One source of evil is hell, the stronghold of Satan. (3) When the tongue is
influenced by the forces of hell, the result is severe double-mindedness. This irrationality is seen
in that the same tongue may praise God but curse people, who have been made in God’s likeness.
The connection between this section and those that have gone before is not immediately obvious,
yet it is there. While it is true that James introduces a new notion by discussing teachers, the
heart of this section, like that found in 1:19-21, has to do with proper speech. James launches this
discussion because verbal attack, in the same manner as the favoritism he has just discussed, has
a particularly corrosive and lethal effect on the life of a community, especially a community of
faith. Indeed, either of the two discloses that for the false teachers, the targets of James’s ire, the
community is no distinct community at all, but merely another avenue to personal power. The
presence of both verbal attack and favoritism James regards as nothing short of critical—
dangerous in the extreme.567
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JAMES #10 ( 3 : 13 - 18 )
Introduction
These verses “form a unit that contrasts the evidences of wisdom from above with earthly
wisdom,” while verse 18 essentially “provides a transition to the sayings on conflict that follow
in 4:1-12.”568 The theme of the passage is wisdom and its connection to peace. Wisdom is not
found in envy, selfish ambition, and self-promotion at the expense of others. This “wisdom” is
worldly and demonic. True wisdom is found in humility, peace, and works of mercy.

Overview
In this section, James “continues to unpack the second major theme of the letter—wisdom and
speech. Those who see the warnings of 3:1-12 primarily or exclusively addressing teachers find
no difficulty in extending this focus to include the rest of the chapter. Teachers certainly need to
acquire and model ‘the wisdom from above’ rather than engaging in rivalry, boasting, falsehood,
disorder, and the like—sins readily committed by the tongue. At the same time, no category of
Christian should be excluded from James’s purview here. Dissension in Christian contexts often
stems from people who have no regular teaching role.”569
Additionally, a “common thread running through [3:13-4:3] is peace. After the initial rhetorical
question setting up the issue of wisdom (v. 13a), James calls on his readers to demonstrate the
reality of their wisdom in humility and good works (v. 13b). This leads into the contrast between
two kinds of wisdom that dominates the paragraph. The wrong kind is characterized by envy,
selfishness, and disorder (vv. 14-16)—the opposite of peace. The right kind of wisdom, on the
other hand, is above all ‘peace loving’ (the first specific ‘fruit of wisdom’ listed in v. 17). And
James underscores this virtue with his concluding blessing on peacemakers (v. 18).570
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Structure
Some commentators take 3:13-18 as its own section while others combine it with what follows in
one way or another. Douglas Moo, for example, understands 3:13-4:3 as one unit: “Most
commentaries and English translations follow the chapter division and place a significant break
between the last paragraph of chap. 3 (3:13-18) and the first of chap. 4 (4:1-3 or 4:1-10). Good
reasons can be found for positing such a break: 4:1 is asyndetic (i.e., no particle or conjunction
formally connects the verse to chap. 3); the key vocabulary changes; and the contrast between
two kinds of wisdom in 3:13-18 does not appear to have much to do with the rebuke of
quarreling in 4:1-3. But a closer look reveals significant connections between the two
paragraphs. James is especially concerned about the unrighteous and misguided ‘zeal’ or
‘envy’ (Gk. zēlos) that people characterized by ‘earthly’ wisdom are displaying (3:16); and it is
this same envy (zēloō; translated ‘covet’ in NIV [and ESV]) that is leading to bitter arguments in
the community (4:2). Nor is this word a minor one in the argument. . . . James depends in this
section of his letter on a widespread Hellenistic-Jewish moral topos, or traditional ‘topic,’ that
traced social ills back to jealousy (zēlos) and envy (phthonos). . . . He presses it into use here in
order to rebuke his readers for jealous and selfish attitudes that are manifesting themselves in
disunity and bitter disputes.”571 Below are some commentary outlines.
Peter Davids:
The Demand for Pure Speech 3:1-4:12
1. Pure speech has no anger 3:1-12
a. Warning against self-exaltation 3:1-2a
b. Warning about the power of the tongue 3:2b-5a
c. Warning about the doubleness in the tongue 3:5b-12
2. Pure speech comes from wisdom 3:13-18
3. Pure prayer is without anger/in trust 4:1-10(12)
a. Prayer with anger and desire 4:1-3
b. Condemnation of compromise 4:4-6
c. Call to repentance 4:7-10
4. Pure speech is uncondemning 4:11-12572
Craig Blomberg & Mariam Kamell:
Wisdom and Speech (3:1-4:12)
1. The Power of the Tongue (3:1-12)
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2. Wisdom from Above and Wisdom from Below (3:13-18)
3. The Misuse of Speech in Quarrels and Slander (4:1-12)573

Douglas Moo:
The Community Dimension of Spiritual Wholeness: Pure Speech and Peace, Part 1
(3:1-4:3)
A. Control of the Tongue Manifests the Transformed Heart (3:1-12)
B. True Wisdom Brings Peace (3:13-4:3)574
Scot McKnight:
Teachers and Wisdom (3:13-18)
6.2.1. Question (3:13a)
6.2.2. Answer (3:13b)
6.2.3. The Problem of False Wisdom (3:14-16)
6.2.3.1. The Impact on Truth of False Wisdom (3:14)
6.2.3.2. The Source of False Wisdom (3:15)
6.2.3.3. The Communal Impact of False Wisdom (3:16)
6.2.4. The Potential of True Wisdom (3:17-18)575

Textual Notes
In verse 13, James “begins his critique of envy and the disputes it engenders with a rhetorically
effective invitation: Who is wise and understanding among you? James asks people who think
that they have special understanding and insight in spiritual matters, in effect, to step forward so
that he can analyze the legitimacy of their claim.”576 Ralph Martin writes that the word tis,
“who,” may “point specifically to the teachers . . . though the church members at large are not
totally out of the picture.”577 And Moo comments, “As we noted above, many commentators
think that this question has in view especially teachers (see v. 1). But neither ‘wise’ (sophos) nor
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‘understanding’ (epistēmōn) is regularly used as a title for the teacher. . . . Moreover, even 3:1 is
not really directed to teachers, but to those who would become teachers. We therefore think that
James invites any of his readers who might pride themselves on their wisdom to consider
seriously what he is about to say.”578
The word “wise” (sophos) has its “background in the Hebrew word ḥokmâ, in which theory and
practice intersect. In the OT, ‘wisdom’ leads to the fear of God (and vice-versa . . . ), not merely
cognitive knowledge.”579 The word “understanding” (epistēmōn) is a hapax legomenon, found
only here in the NT. Davids calls it a probable “septuagintalism,” because it “appears in this
combination with [sophos] in the LXX of Dt. 1:13, 15; 4:6; Dan. 5:12, although since [the
Hebrew for ‘wise and understanding’] is a frequent combination in the OT, this combination
could as well be a Hebraism. Such people who claim to be spiritual leaders of the church (as was
in fact the case in Deuteronomy) must have works to match their words.”580 Further, after noting
the use of the phrase in Deuteronomy 4:6 where it applies to all Israel, Moo writes that here
“James invites any of his readers who might pride themselves on their wisdom to consider
seriously what he is about to say.”581
Furthermore, “the ‘let him show’ challenge reminds us of James’s challenge in 2:18 to the
‘believer’ who thinks works and faith can be separated: ‘Show me your faith without deeds.’
Indeed, the test of true wisdom that James applies here picks up key ideas he touches on earlier
in the letter: the importance of humility (1:21) and good works (2:14-26). ‘Good conduct,’ James
insists, is the basis on which one can demonstrate wisdom. This phrase [from anastrophē,
‘conduct/manner of life’], or similar ones, occurs several times in the letters of Peter in a general
way to denote a lifestyle that pleases God. See especially 1 Pet. 2:12: ‘Live such good lives [lit.,
“have good conduct”] among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may
see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.’ (See also 1 Pet. 1:15; 3:1, 2, 16; 2
Pet. 3:11).”582
Thus, “if faith results in works (2:14-26), true wisdom is likewise manifested in one’s conduct
and manner of life. True wisdom produces humility not arrogance.”583 The phrase “meekness/
humility of wisdom” is a bit awkward and may show a “preference for the Semitic-influenced
genitive construction but the meaning is clear: just as Moses (Nu. 12:3) and Jesus (Mt. 11:29;
21:5; 2 Cor. 10:1) neither displayed nor defended themselves, so the Christian is exhorted to be
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characteristically meek, particularly in potential conflict situations (Gal. 6:1; Eph. 4:2; 2 Tim.
2:25; Tit. 3:2; 1 Pet. 3:15; cf. Jas. 1:21 . . . ). This cardinal virtue of NT vice and virtue lists (e.g.
Gal. 5:23) is the sign of wisdom; therefore, this verse functions as a topic sentence to a paragraph
which is itself a list of virtues and vices.”584
Verse 14 is “set in antithesis to James’s challenge in v. 13b. If a person harbors bitter envy and
selfish ambition in the heart, that person is, in effect living a lie: claiming to be wise but
conducting himself in a way that denies that claim. The reason that James can draw this
conclusion is that bitter envy and selfish ambition are contrary to humility. If, then, humility
marks the wise person, these negative qualities exclude a person from being considered wise.”585
The word translated “jealousy” in the ESV is zēlos (lit., “zeal”), which “ranges in meaning from
the positive concepts of ‘enthusiasm’ and ‘ardent concern’ to the negative ones of ‘jealousy’ and
‘envy.’ Given that here the zeal is ‘bitter’ [pikron] and paired with ‘selfish ambition’ [eritheian],
the term is clearly negative in this context, hence, ‘jealousy’. . . . In a group setting, ‘bitter
jealousy’ may manifest ‘a fierce desire to promote one’s own opinion to the exclusion of those of
others.’”586
The word for “selfish ambition” (eritheia) does not “have much of a history before the NT. It is
unattested in the LXX. Aristotle uses it for ‘party spirit’ in the political sense (Politics 1302B;
1303A).587 In the NT it is closely associated with antisocial attitudes destructive of community
(Rom 2:8; Gal 5:20; Phil 1:17; 2:3). James will use it again in 3:16.”588 Blomberg and Kamell
also note that while “heart” is singular, “your” is plural:
Most likely James implies that the problem involves a rotten core of key individuals
within the church. At the very least, each entire congregation is, for the most part, being
viewed collectively as reflecting wrong attitudes. Because the images of bitter jealousy
and selfish ambition are often linked to competition among various leaders, and because
this entire chapter began with James’s challenges to teachers, he may well be pointing his
finger at a widespread problem stemming from those who would instruct and guide the
church for the wrong reasons.589
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The last part of this verse, then, “issues a rebuke to those who are feeling secure in their positions
of competing against others”—those who are “pridefully claiming wisdom not really theirs.”590
The sense is that “those full of party spirit and bitter zeal ought at least to be honest and stop
claiming to be inspired by God’s heavenly wisdom.”591
Moving into verse 15, “with little preparation, James traces wisdom and its false alternative to
their sources: one comes from above and one does not. The ‘wisdom’ (so TNIV), or what Doug
Moo calls ‘phantom wisdom,’ that emerges from zeal and ambition and that boasts and denies
the truth ‘does not come down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish.’ It might surprise
that James would even call what he has just unmasked in 3:14 ‘wisdom,’ but the demonstrative
‘such’ guides the reader/listener back to v. 14, and this leads the reader to think of the term
‘wisdom’ in v. 15 as false wisdom, a so-called wisdom. James describes false wisdom in a classic
dichotomous and rhetorically effective ‘not this but this’ mode. The first element is by way of
negation: literally, ‘such wisdom does not come down from above.’ The second elements
attributes negative qualities to false wisdom: it ‘is earthly, unspiritual, devilish.’ False wisdom,
thus, has four characteristics.”592
First, it does not “come down from above.” The word for “from above” is anōthen, which “can
be a common, ordinary description of that which is above something else, as in Matthew 27:51,
where the Temple’s curtain is torn from ‘top [anōthen] to bottom’ (also John 19:23). It can be
temporal [i.e., ‘from the very first’] . . . . And it can mean ‘again’ as in Galatians 4:9, ‘to be
enslaved to them again.’ But James uses it three times of the heavenly or divine world (1:17;
3:15, 17). Which is to say that wisdom comes (down to earthlings) from God . . . . This usage is
quite like that found in John’s Gospel: ‘no one can see the kingdom of God without being born
from above’ (3:3; see also 3:7) . . . . There is an obvious moral dualism here: the above versus the
below, the heavenly versus the earthly, the spiritual versus the unspiritual, and the divine versus
the devilish. Such moral dualism make moral injunctions more forceful.”593 James further
describes this “wisdom” by using
three adjectives arranged in ascending order of strength. [epigeios] is ‘earthbound’ (lit.,
‘earthly’). Although this term can have a neutral significance (John 3:12; 1 Cor
15:40 . . . ), it usually takes on a negative sense. This latter point is seen especially in Phil
3:19, where Paul states that destruction awaits those who set ‘their minds . . . on earthly
things’ (NIV). In contrast to the wisdom that comes down [katerchomai] from above
[anōthen], the so-called wisdom of the troublemakers is earthbound or ‘inferior.’ It truly
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‘bears the stamp of “the world”’ . . . , like the wisdom referred to in 1 Cor 1:20; 2:5, 6,
because it reflects the attitude of those who stand at enmity with God (4:4). It takes little
imagination to see that the problem discussed reflects the scene in 2:1-7, where we have
the congregation looking more like the world at large than the people of God. More
especially the worldly ways implied in [epigeios] will be exposed in 4:1-18.
Moreover, this wisdom is [psychikos], “sensual” (“unspiritual,” RSV). This adjective
(from the noun [psyche]) is found here and elsewhere only in 1 Cor 2:14; 15:44, 46; Jude
19 and suggests a condition that is devoid of the Spirit [pneuma]. . . . Even worse, the
“wisdom” is demonic ([daimoniōdēs, found only here in the NT . . . ). Some interpreters
understand James to mean that the behavior of those described in 3:14 is only “similar” to
the behavior of demons . . . . In that sense, the misdeeds of those whom James attacks are
being compared to demonic activity (2:19). But something more radical is being
suggested. The behavior of those in question is thought to be instigated by the demons
themselves . . . . Demonic forces are viewed in the NT as responsible for thoughts and
actions in opposition to God (2 Thess 2:9; 1 Tim 4:1; Rev 6:13-14 . . . ). The tongue,
according to 3:6, is an unruly member that originated from a demonic region.594
Verse 16 opens with the word gar (“for”), connecting it to verse 17 and indicating “that what he
now says justifies the harsh verdict about false wisdom that he has issued in v. 16. The
earthbound, unspiritual, and even demonic character of this wisdom is evident from the effects it
has in the life of the church. In order to make this point, James reiterates the two character traits
displayed in the lives of those who are (wrongly) claiming to be ‘wise’ (v. 14): envy and selfish
ambition. When people hold such attitudes, the result can only be disorder and every evil
practice. The Greek word translated ‘disorder’ (akatastasia) is another form of a word that James
has used in 1:8 and 3:8 to describe the ‘double-minded’ person and the ‘double-speaking’ tongue.
These words are rendered, respectively, ‘unstable’ and ‘restless’ in the NIV. The noun that James
uses connotes a restless, unsettled state. Luke uses it to describe the ‘tumults,’ the uprisings and
revolutions, that will typify the period preceding the parousia (Luke 21:9). And Paul, pleading
with the Corinthians to refrain from an unbridled, unorganized display of individual spiritual
gifts in the assembly, reminds them that ‘God is not a God of disorder (akatastasis) but of
peace’ (1 Cor. 14:33; cf. also 2 Cor. 6:5 and 12:20). The same ‘disorder’ is bound to break out in
churches where people are pursuing their own selfish concerns and partisan causes rather than
the good of the body as a whole.”595
Furthermore, “While what James says here applies to any Christian who prides himself or herself
on being ‘wise and understanding,’ he may especially have in mind the leaders of the community.
For envy and selfish ambition among the leaders have tremendous potential to damage the unity
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and order of the church as whole. When those who are being looked to for direction and wise
counsel act on the basis of a personal agenda or in a spirit of ‘one-upmanship’ toward one
another, great damage to the church ensues. In addition to ‘disorder,’ this damage takes the form
of ‘every evil practice.’. . . The wrong kind of wisdom brings about just about every kind of evil
practice that one could name.”596 Davids, who believes these verses refer to teachers, writes that
“this verse agrees with the presentation of James the Just in Acts 15 and 21 as a mediator and
peacemaker in church disputes.”597
In verse 17, “James proceeds to give seven attributes of wisdom. Many observe—and it should
not go unmentioned—that this is not a simple list of virtues but also a rhetoric that is shaped by
James to form an alternative community.”598 Here he “lets us know what the wisdom that come
from heaven does. For James quite clearly continues to operate with the biblical understanding of
wisdom as a basic, God-given orientation that has profound practical effects on the way a person
lives. Like true faith (2:14-26), true wisdom is identified by the quality of life that it produces.
But James’s description of the qualities produced by wisdom from heaven also resembles another
NT text, Paul’s delineation of the ‘fruit of the Spirit’ (Gal. 5:22-23) . . . [though] the similarity
between the lists is quite indirect. The OT and Jewish writings provide a general profile of the
character of the godly person. James, following OT and Jewish antecedents, attributes these
qualities to the presence and power of wisdom; Paul, developing more fully the implications of
new covenant fulfillment, attributes them to the Spirit.”599
Moo continues, “The first, and preeminent, attribute that wisdom produces is purity. The word
pure (hagnos) connotes innocence and moral blamelessness. The summarizing nature of the term
can be gleaned from Paul’s expressed desire to present the church as a ‘pure [hagnos] virgin’ to
Christ (2 Cor. 11:2; cf. also 2 Cor. 7:11; Phil. 4:8; 1 Tim. 5:22; Tit. 2:5; 1 Pet. 3:2; 1 John 3:3).
The seven qualities that follow in the list are specific dimensions of this overall purity. James has
arranged them into three groups. The first three words all begin with the same letter and have
similar endings as well: eirēnikē (‘peace loving’), epieikēs (‘considerate’), eupeithēs
(‘submissive’). James sets off the middle two character traits (‘mercy’ and ‘good fruit’) by
subordinating them to the word ‘full of.’ Alliteration is again used to group the last two words,
each beginning with an ‘a’ sound. Moreover, the two have an almost rhyming, metrical
similarity: adiakritos (‘impartial’), anypokritos (‘sincere’).”600 Below is a brief description of
each characteristic of wisdom that follows James’s overarching trait of purity:
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eirēnikē

“Pert[aining] to being conducive to a harmonious relationship, peaceable,
peaceful.”601 This word “dare not be reduced to the feeling of peace one
has with God; instead, it must be expanded to biblical proportions: shalom
describes God’s designs for the relationship of humans with God, self,
others, and the world. The ‘peaceable’ person, then, is not simply the
tranquil person at rest with himself or herself, but the person who, unlike
the zealous and ambitious teachers who create chaos and every kind of
wickedness and who foment wars within the community, uses the tongue
and gifts and behaviors to foster peace with God, self, others, and the
world.”602

epieikēs

“Not insisting on every right of letter of law or custom, yielding, gentle,
kind courteous, tolerant.”603 In the NT, the word touches on the ideas of
“goodness, courtesy, mildness, benevolence, generosity, and each in view
of the need to render judgment with equity”—in judgment showing
“mercy, moderation, clemency, and leniency.”604

eupeithēs

“Compliant, obedient.”605 “True wisdom is ‘willing to yield,’ an inelegant
translation of the compound eupeithēs (eu, ‘good, well,’ + peithō,
‘persuade’). I prefer ‘compliant,’ ‘persuadable,’ ‘conciliatory,’ or even
‘obedient’ and ‘willingly conforming. . . . The wise teacher, because he or
she knows mental and moral limitations, nurtures a willingness to listen
and to change.”606

‘mercy and
good fruits’

“James combines two attributes to form one idea. . . . It is likely that
‘mercy’ (Jas 1:8, 22, 27; 2:13, 15, 16) and ‘good fruits’ are pointing at the
same thing: the good works James speaks of are shown to those in need
(1:26-27; 2:2-4, 14-17; 5:1-6). Both ‘mercy’ and ‘good fruits’ are shaped
by the Jesus Creed’s ‘love your neighbor as yourself’ (2:8-13).”607
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adiakritos

“Pert[aining] to not being judgmental or divisive, nonjudgmental, not
divisive, impartial.”608 Partiality toward the “rich and against the poor and
marginalized has evidently given some shape to the messianic community
(1:19-21, 26-27; 2:1-13, 14-17; 5:1-6). ‘Impartiality’ also needs to be
connected to 2:12-13 and 4:11-12, where a rampant verbal partisanship
and judgmentalism seem to have been set loose.”609

anypokritos

“Pert[aining] to being without pretense, genuine, sincere.”610 “True
wisdom is ‘without hypocrisy.’. . . The virtue of being unhypocritical
recalls Jesus’ potent vituperations toward the Pharisees and scribes,
leaders of Israel, in Matthew 23. There ‘hypocrite’ cannot be reduced to
the contradiction between one’s claims and one’s behavior. Jesus
excoriates the leaders not only for their behaviors but also for their false
leadership.”611

Verse 18, Blomberg and Kamell note, “sounds proverbial, thus leading some to question its
connection with the preceding material. The initial conjunction [de], while possibly adversative
(‘but’), is more likely continuative (‘and’), so that this proverb functions as the logical
conclusion to the discussion of wisdom.”612 Here James “returns to the necessity of acting on the
positive qualities associated with the wisdom from above. This is certainly not a separate and
isolated statement . . . but is part of James’ argument in 3:13-4:10.”613 Thus, “just as James
provided a description of false wisdom (v. 14) and considered its consequences (v. 16), so to
here: first he portrays the traits of true wisdom (v. 17) and then depicts its results (v. 18).”614
The verse says that a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace tois poiousin eirēnēn, which
means either (a) “by those who make peace” (dative of agency) or (b) “for those who make
peace” (dative of advantage). Moo notes that “most translations, like the NIV, understand the
verse as a statement about what peacemakers produce: Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a
harvest of righteousness (see also NASB, REB, TEV [also ESV]). But it is also possible to take
the verse as a promise about what peacemakers will receive for their efforts; see the NRSV: ‘And
a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace.’ The latter rendering has a
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stronger grammatical basis and is supported by a good number of commentators. But the former
translation, with its reference to the great benefits that peacemakers produce, fits the context
better; note especially what would then be a perfect contrast with the manifold evil practices that
are the result of demonic wisdom (v. 16). So we slightly incline toward the NIV
interpretation.”615 Furthermore, the genitive “harvest/fruit of righteousness” (karpos dikaiosynēs)
is probably best understood with the sense “the harvest/fruit that is righteousness.” It is found
often in the LXX with this meaning.616
As one author writes, “Peace comes to communities when relationships between members are
what God intends for humanity.”617 It is this note of peace on which James concludes: “‘Peace is
the idea that gathers together a number of disparate ideas that are at work in this passage, as the
wisdom of God leads to the peace and wholeness God desires of and for us.’ Throughout all of
Scripture, the idea of peace centers on the idea of ‘wholeness,’ an idea that is ‘thoroughly
Hebraic, meaning much more than a mere absence of disquiet. The prime notion is positive,
embracing prosperity, contentment as well as security.’ This concept of peace goes far beyond a
shallow avoidance of problems and uncomfortable issues. Neither will wisdom ‘pursue peace at
the expense of purity. It will not compromise with sin to maintain peace. But even when fighting
against sin, it hungers for peace, yearning to heal all divisions by its wise counsel.’ In essence,
peace is the ultimate goal of wisdom, and wisdom only reaches its fullest potential in the midst
of peace.”618
General Scholarly Comment
Ralph P. Martin
This short pericope offers a finely drawn set of contrasts between two kinds of wisdom. The
contrasting portrayals are clearly arranged in order and can be displayed in a “table of contents.”
The setting of this comparison first needs a comment.
It is most likely that, in spite of the arguments of those who wish to see this document as a
loosely arranged miscellany of discrete moral teachings, randomly brought together, there is a
thread of continuity running through the various sections. Chapter 3 is a case in point. The earlier
part was dedicated to the theme of “teachers and the use of tongues”—two themes not to be
separated for the obvious reason that ancient pedagogy was chiefly by word of mouth. James’
warnings are mainly negative and cautionary. Now it is time to oaffer some constructive advice
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in praise of the wise teacher (v 13). An early Christian homily-like writing based on 3:13-18
shows how this message was understood and applied.
Let the wise person show his wisdom not in words but in good deeds. Let the humbleminded not testify to his own humility, but let him leave it to others to bear witness (1
Clem. 38.2).
In language borrowed from the OT and especially the wisdom scholars he sets down the traits of
the character of a wisdom that is self-styled but really inauthentic as a foil to extol the virtues of
the genuine wisdom. The rubric under which this comparison is made is given in v. 13: let the
wise teacher demonstrate by fine, i.e., exemplary, conduct his deeds done in the humility that
stems from wisdom. To make his point even sharper he contrasts this ideal with the
characteristics of his opponents who practice envy and selfish ambition and advertise their
claims to be speaking in truth, when their deeds are a standing and blatant denial.619
Peter H. Davids
This concluding section of the chapter has been argued by Dibelius, 208-209620, to be entirely
independent of what precedes it. Structurally and grammatically this is quite possible, for in
5:13-14 a similar [tis, “who, anyone”] . . . ; plus imperative structure introduces a new unit. One
must at least view this paragraph as a major subsection to the discussion of chaps. 3 and 4. . . .
[But] it would be quite a mistake to end the discussion on this level. The redactor has not erred
by including the paragraph in this place. The [sophos, “wise”] and the [didaskalos, “teacher”]
(3:1) were in fact overlapping categories . . . and the “fire” of the disputes among teachers
(3:5b-12) surely resulted in the bitter jealousy and party spirit which James now condemns
(3:14). The passage is properly applied primarily to teachers and other leaders capable of
dividing Christian communities (notice the [sophos] terminology occurring in a different passage
on community division—1 Corinthians 1), but naturally finds a wider application in the lives of
all Christians.
. . . Teachers (and others), then, must not misuse the tongue. Specifically, they should be certain
their speech and actions lead to community peace and solidarity; otherwise, the spirit inspiring
them is clearly not God’s Spirit. This in turn bridges into a discussion of what was actually
happening in the community.621
David P. Nystrom
The passage before us is comprised of a discussion of true and false wisdom. Such teaching is
not simply an arid intellectual exercise. Rather, in the experience of James teaching about God is
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always potent, extending to all areas of human endeavor. Pure teaching and sullied teaching both
have effects. He is at pains in this section to make those effects clear. James sums up this section
by encouraging his readers to be peacemakers.
The most significant single issue for investigation in this section is the biblical notion of peace.
There are several reasons for this. (1) Peace is the point of the concluding proverb, and this is a
clear sign that the idea of peace is significant for our author. (2) Wisdom, the gift from God (1:5),
is needed to help us achieve maturity, and maturity is connected to righteousness. Righteousness
is, as James tells us, the harvest realized by peacemakers. (3) Thus, peace is the idea that gathers
together a number of disparate ideas that are at work in this passage, as the wisdom of God leads
to the peace and wholeness God desires of and for us. 622
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JAMES #11 ( 4 : 1 - 12 )
Introduction
As we move into chapter 4, James does not introduce new subject matter but instead provides a
“shift of focus within discussion of the same topic.”623 His praise of those who “make peace” in
verse 18 “flows naturally into a discussion of the community problems that created so strong a
need for peacemakers.”624 James makes clear that the quarreling and fighting in the community
stem from worldly desires that have demonic origins, not godly ones. Instead of blindly
following these passions, believers must resist them, humbly submitting themselves to God, who
is always rich in mercy and able to save.

Overview
Essentially in this passage James “evaluates two mutually exclusive life-styles. One centers in
surrender to the world (4:1-4). The other focuses upon submission to God (4:5-10). Both lifestyles are options for persons. Yet only one is consistent with authentic faith. James calls upon
his readers to renounce the first one in order to embrace the second.”625 Furthermore, the text
continues to “unfold the second main section of the letter body, which elucidates the theme of
wisdom and speech. James 4:1-10 flows so naturally from 3:13-18 that some commentators keep
the two subsections together as a single passage. Having just warned against the evils that result
from jealousy and rivalry (3:14, 16), James now points out what some in his churches have
seemingly allowed those motives to produce—coveting and quarreling—which resemble
devotion to this fallen world rather than to God (4:1-6). Vv. 7-10 offer the antidote: resist the
devil (recall the link between the world and the devil in 3:15) and submit to God (as with those
who exhibit wisdom from above, cf. 3:13, 17-18). Vv. 11-12 remind the reader that James has
not lost sight of the key illustration of the kind of wisdom one manifests, namely one’s speech.
Speaking against one another is a primary example of how people act on their selfish ambition.
But just as it impugns those created in God’s image and thus implicitly attacks God himself
(3:9), it also opposes God’s law that prohibits slander and false judgment, again critiquing the
God who gave the law.”626
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Structure
As far as structure, the “section breaks into four subsections, the last of which is semiindependent: vv 1-3, 4-6, 7-10, 11-12. The first and second diagnose the causes of the infighting,
the third calls to repentance, and the fourth gives concrete practical advice.”627 It is also possible
to leave verses 1-6 together as a unit (see Blomberg and Kamell below). Below are some
commentary outlines.
Peter Davids:
The Demand for Pure Speech 3:1-4:12
1. Pure speech has no anger 3:1-12
a. Warning against self-exaltation 3:1-2a
b. Warning about the power of the tongue 3:2b-5a
c. Warning about the doubleness in the tongue 3:5b-12
2. Pure speech comes from wisdom 3:13-18
3. Pure prayer is without anger/in trust 4:1-10(12)
a. Prayer with anger and desire 4:1-3
b. Condemnation of compromise 4:4-6
c. Call to repentance 4:7-10
4. Pure speech is uncondemning 4:11-12628
Craig Blomberg & Mariam Kamell:
Wisdom and Speech (3:1-4:12)
1. The Power of the Tongue (3:1-12)
2. Wisdom from Above and Wisdom from Below (3:13-18)
3. The Misuse of Speech in Quarrels and Slander (4:1-12)
a. Friendship with the World (4:1-6)
b. Submission to God (4:7-10)
c. Speaking against Others (4:11-12) 629
Scot McKnight:
6.3. Teachers and Dissensions (4:1-10)
6.3.1. The Origin of Division (4:1-3)
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6.3.1.1. The Question (4:1a)
6.3.1.2. The Question Answered with a Question (4:1b)
6.3.1.3. The Answer Explored (4:2-3)
6.3.2. Accusations against the Divisive (4:4-6)
6.3.2.1. Friendship (4:4)
6.3.2.2. Scriptural Exploration (4:5-6)
6.3.2.2.1. Paraphrase (4:5-6a)
6.3.2.2.2. Citation of Scripture (4:6b)
6.3.3. Commands for the Divisive (4:7-10)
6.3.3.1. Submission (4:7a)
6.3.3.2. Resistance (4:7b)
6.3.3.3. Drawing Near to God (4:8a)
6.3.3.4. Cleansing and Purification (4:8b)
6.3.3.5. Repentance (4:9)
6.3.3.6. Humility and Its Promise (4:10)
6.4 Teachers, the Community, and the Tongue (4:11-12)
6.4.1. Prohibition (4:11a)
6.4.2. Explanation of Prohibition
6.4.2.1. Statement (4:11b)
6.4.2.2. Clarification (4:11c)
6.4.2.3. Foundation (4:12a)
6.4.3. Concluding Question (4:12b)630
Douglas Moo:
4. THE COMMUNITY DIMENSION OF SPIRITUAL WHOLENESS: PURE SPEECH
AND PEACE, PART 1 (3:1-4:3)
A. Control of the Tongue Manifests the Transformed Heart (3:1-12)
B. True Wisdom Brings Peace (3:13-4:3)
5. A SUMMONS TO SPIRITUAL WHOLENESS (4:4-10)
6. THE COMMUNITY DIMENSION OF SPIRITUAL WHOLENESS: PURE SPEECH
AND PEACE, PART 2 (4:11-12)
A. Critical Speech Is a Presumptuous Violation of the Law (4:11-12)631
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Textual Notes
Verses 1-6
James begins this section “with another rhetorical question for his audience. In direct contrast to
the previous discussion of peace in 3:18, he here addresses the infighting in his audience.”632 The
main question in verse 1 is the nature of these “quarrels” (polemoi) and “fights” (machai)—the
words could be used literally/physically or metaphorically. The word polemos literally means
“war,” while machē, “fights,” could refer to physical or non-physical fighting. In the NT,
polemos elsewhere always refers to actual war (e.g., Matt 24:6 [“And you will hear of wars and
rumors of wars”]; Luke 14:31; 1 Cor 14:8; Rev 11:7), while machē is used more metaphorically
(see 2 Cor 7:5; 2 Tim 2:23; Titus 3:9).
Some, such as Ralph Martin, have argued that this refers to actual physical violence: “Since
James and his community were situated in a Zealot-infested society and since it is quite
conceivable that (at least) some of the Jewish Christians were former Zealots (cf. Luke 6:15;
Acts 1:13), the taking of another’s life is not out of the realm of possibility for the church
members as a response to disagreement.”633 Others maintain that metaphorical fighting makes
better sense of the text. For example, Moo writes, “Particularly significant is the fact that the
problem of community strife fits perfectly into the larger topic that James develops in this part of
the letter. For disputes are almost always accompanied by harsh words, criticism, and slander—
the misuse of the tongue that James castigates (3:1-12; 4:11-12; 5:9).”634 In the end, however, the
exact nature of the fighting is not the bottom line in the passage: “The fact that James does not
comment directly on the issues involved suggests that his concern was more with the selfish
spirit and bitterness of the quarrels than with the rights and wrongs of the various viewpoints.”635
In the rest of verse 1, James answers his question about what causes fights and quarrels with
another question: “Is it not this, that your passions [hēdonē] are at war within you?” Blomberg
and Kamell write,
The word for “not” [ouk] implies that he expects a positive answer: the quarrels do come
from our passions. The combination of “from where?” and “from this” [pothen;
enteuthen] can more easily be translated with the older English terms “whence” and
“hence” (KJV), for which we have no simple equivalents today. The word for
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“passion” [hēdonē] is the source of the English word “hedonism,” but in James’s day it
simply implied an intense pleasure or enjoyment (cf. REB “appetites”), though more and
more it was coming to have connotations of lusts, especially involving improper sexual
desires. The expression “warring in your members” could refer to internal strife within a
person, external conflict between fellow Christians, or both.636
One scholar notes that the “few uses of hēdonē the New Testament provide an excellent context
for understanding the words of James. Each time it is used, hēdonē represents an obstacle to faith
and a threat to human life. Thus, hēdonē precludes God’s gracious will for individuals: ‘And the
seed which fell among the thorns, these are the ones who have heard, and as they go on their way
they are choked with worries and riches and pleasures [hēdonē] of this life, and bring no fruit to
maturity’ (Luke 8:14). Hēdonē characterizes the way people live apart from Christ and contribute
to human violence: ‘For we also once were foolish ourselves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved to
various lusts and pleasures, spending our life in malice and envy, hateful, hating one
another’ (Titus 3:3). Hēdonē involves a self-destructive life-style for unbelievers: ‘But these, like
unreasoning animals, born as creatures of instinct to be captured and killed, reviling where they
have no knowledge, will in the destruction of those creatures also be destroyed, suffering wrong
as the wages of doing wrong. They count it a pleasure [hēdonē] to revel in the daytime’ (2 Peter
2:12-13a). It is clear from these references that hēdonē constitutes an orientation of life that is
opposed to God and destructive for persons.”637
In verse 2, James “expands on the nature of these sinful desires that are creating such havoc in
the community.”638 The word “passions” (hēdonē) in verse 1 connects to the verb
“desire” (eipthymeō) in verse 2. However, as Moo explains, “just what James is saying about
‘desire’ in this verse is disputed. The problem is to determine the relationship among the series of
verbs that occur in the first part of the verse.”639 English versions add breaks and words like “so”
to make sense of the text, but the Greek is translated, literally,
You desire and do not have, you murder and you covet and you cannot obtain, you fight
and quarrel, you do not have because you do not ask.
So it is left to the interpreter to decide how to understand the flow of thought. There are two
main options:
1. A three-clause structure:
a. ‘You desire and do not have.’
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b. ‘You murder and covet, but you cannot obtain.’
c. ‘You fight and quarrel’ (e.g., KJV; NIV [though not 2011 revision]).
2. A two-clause structure:
a. ‘You desire and do not have; so you murder.’
b. ‘And you covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel’ (e.g., ESV;
NRSV; NAS; NLT).640
Moo explains that the “former rendering takes the sequence of positive-negative verbs as key to
the structure, so that each of the first two clauses describes frustrated desire. James then indicates
the results of that frustration in the third clause. A key problem for this punctuation of the verse
is the apparently anticlimactic position of ‘you kill.’ Martin tries to solve this problem by taking
the next verb, ‘covet,’ closely with ‘you kill’: ‘you kill out of jealousy.’641 . . . But taking the two
verbs as mutually interpreting is not the most natural reading of the text.”642 Davids also argues
for the first option based on a chiastic structure he sees in the verse. 643
However, most commentators and English versions prefer the second alternative above. In its
favor is “especially the parallelism that is created: ‘you kill’ and ‘you quarrel and fight’ occupy
the same logical place in James’s argument. The struggles that are wracking the community,
James would be suggesting, are the product of their envious desire to get what they don’t have.
This fits better into the context, since James has been at pains to show that disorder and evil in
the community stem from ‘bitter envy and selfish ambition’ (3:14-16). Moreover, this second
punctuation produces a sequence that fits exactly into the Hellenistic moral tradition that James
is borrowing from at this point in his letter. According to this tradition, ‘envy’ (phthonos) and
‘jealousy’ (zēlos; cf. 3:14 and 16; and the verb zēloō in this verse) inevitably lead to hostile acts,
such as quarrels, murder, and wars.”644
But why does James use the intense word phoneuete, “you kill,” if the fighting he speaks of is
metaphorical and not physical? It may be that he uses this “harsh language to shock his audience,
but at the same time echo Jesus’ teaching in Mt 5:21-22 that to hate another person is to commit
murder in one’s heart.”645 Moo believes that the “best alternative is to take ‘you kill’ in its
normal, literal, sense, but as a hypothetical eventuality rather than as an actual occurrence. As we
have seen, the tradition to which James is indebted often portrayed murder as the end product of
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envy. James is warning his readers about just where their envious desires might lead them if not
checked in time. James’s readers are not yet killing each other. But ‘fightings’ and ‘wars’ are
already in evidence among them; and, if covetous zeal goes unrestrained, the danger of actual
violence is real.”646
Last, when James say his audience does not have because they do not ask, he may be “echoing
his brother’s teaching in Mt 7:7-8 and expanding on the theme of asking. Jesus taught his
followers that those who asked from God would receive, and it seems reasonable to envision that
twenty years later some are upset because they are not obtaining what they want. First, James
reminds them, they need to ask in order receive!”647
On verse 3, Blomberg and Kamell write, “Some in James’s audience, however, might argue in
reply that they have been praying and asking and they still have not received what they asked for.
Thus James continues to expand on this theme. In this verse he gives another reason for
unanswered prayer. Here the issue involves evil motives—asking ‘wrongly’ [kakōs]. James
makes another interesting switch in voice from active [aiteite] to middle [aiteisthe], possibly in
order to draw out the selfishness involved in their requests. They do not pray altruistically, but
rather pray emphatically (intensively) but wrongly for their own wants and desires.”648 Johnson
writes that the “key to understanding why this is ‘evil’ is the purpose clause and the negative
valuation of hēdonē [‘passion’]. The gift-giving God is here manipulated as a kind of vending
machine precisely for purposes of self-gratification . . . . In this case, ‘prayer’ is a form of
idolatry and, as we shall see, expressive of ‘friendship with the world.’”649
In verse 4, “after the many times that James has called his readers ‘brothers’ (1:2; 2:1, 14; 3:1,
10, 12) or even ‘my dear brothers’ (1:16, 19; 2:5), his address you adulterous people really
catches our attention.”650 The word for “adulterous people” (moichalides) is actually in the
feminine form, “adulteresses.” Thus, “in keeping with biblical tradition James personifies the
entire church as the ‘bride’ of Yahweh or Christ. At best she has become distracted from and at
worst unfaithful to her groom.”651 James accuses them of “friendship with the world,” and the
Hellenistic understanding of friendship (philia) “involved ‘sharing all things’ in a unity both
spiritual and physical. Thus, friends are mia psychē [“one soul”].”652 This friendship with the
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world was “enmity with God”: “Nowhere is James’ thematic opposition between ‘the world’ and
‘God’ more explicit than here. For echtra tou theou (‘enmity with God’), compare Rom 8:7 [‘the
tendency of the flesh is enmity towards God (echthra eis theon)’]. As we would expect, echtrha
is the opposite of philia.”653
Thus, the “audience has the wrong object for a lover—the fallen world system and values of the
unregenerate. Perhaps the closest parallel to this image appears in 1Jn 2:15, which forbids us to
love the world. Friendship in James’s day indicated identification to and relationship with
something or someone, so to be friends with the world means to identify with its standards and
priorities. . . . We must not think ‘we can live in intimate fellowship with [God] when the set of
our hearts (whoever wishes) is towards the world.’ Rather, such people ‘establish
themselves’ [kathistatai—as in 3:6) as God’s enemies.”654
Verses 5-6 constitute a “literary transition from discussing friendship with the world (4:1-4) to
defining friendship with God (4:7-10).”655 They are challenging to interpret. Moo writes that
“Jas. 4:5 is one of the most difficult verses in the NT” and that “several matters in the text call
for careful attention: the identity of the Scripture that James refers to in the opening words; the
reference to the term ‘spirit’ (pneuma); the meaning and object of the verb epipothei (translated
variously as ‘desire,’ ‘yearn,’ ‘long’); and the meaning of the term phthonon (divine ‘jealousy’ or
human ‘envy’?).”656 Passing over for now what “Scripture” James cites here, Blomberg and
Kamell explain the other issues mentioned above by means of the three main translational
possibilities for the verse:
(1) “the spirit he caused to live in us envies intensely”; (2) “the Spirit he caused to
live in us longs jealously”; and (3) “God jealously longs for the spirit he made to live
in us.” While (1) fits with the jealousy discussed in vv.1-2, given that the immediate
context is the hostility between God and the world, the latter two options seem
stronger. Besides, even if some writing could be found that taught (1), how might
someone imagine this “writing” in vain?
While some reject an interpretation that has either God or the Holy Spirit described as
“jealous,” the background of God’s jealousy in Ex 20:5 makes it possible here to
apply a normally negative term (‘envy’—[phthonos]) to a holy God.
“Longs” [epipothei], after all, often refers to a strong desire that is not necessarily
evil. A God who is jealous in such a way as to consume his people with fire, burning
in anger against them and bringing disaster on them when they rebel against him (cf.
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Dt 4:24; Jos 24:19; Isa 26:11; Ez 16:42), can surely be said to long enviously for their
spirits to return to him.
While the choice of either (2) and (3) preserves the larger narrative flow of the
passage, it seems more within James’s style that God would be the subject of the
sentence. James has not directly alluded to the Holy Spirit yet in his epistle, so his
sudden appearance might be questioned, while God must be the subject of ‘caused to
live,’ so it is most natural if he remains the subject throughout the half-verse. This
understanding also fits with the beginning of v. 6, where God is again the implied
subject. In this event, it seems better to understand ‘spirit’ [pneuma] as the human
spirit, for James just finished calling his audience “adulteresses” in their relationship
with God and is not likely to be thinking of the Holy Spirit living in them at this
point. Option (3) thus remains best.657
On what “Scripture” James refers to in this verse, the “difficulty is that the words that James
‘quotes’ do not reproduce any OT text—or even any noncanonical Jewish text, for that matter.
Many scholars therefore suppose that James is citing a lost apocryphal text. But scripture
(graphē) is limited to references to the canonical OT in the NT. If we interpret the verse, as we
have argued, as a reference to the jealousy of God, OT support is, of course, abundant (e.g.,
Exod. 20:5; 34:14; Zech. 8:2). Some insist that the singular ‘scripture’ must introduce a single
OT text. But this is not clear; ‘scripture’ in John 7:37-39 refers to an allusive reference or theme
(and cf. also, possibly, Matt. 2:23, Gal. 3:22). This being so, we can identify that which graphē
speaks about as the biblical theme of God’s jealousy for his people.”658
Commentators understand verse 6a, “But he gives more grace,” in varying ways depending on
how they interpret verse 5. For example, Blomberg and Kamell suggest it is part of the Scripture
quoted in verse 5,659 while Moo writes that “James here is reminding us that God’s grace is
completely adequate to meet the requirements imposed on us by [his] jealousy,”660 and, Davids,
similarly, states that the phrase simply shows that “all is not lost. There is still an even greater
graciousness to God. If one will simply humble oneself, God will extend his grace and mercy.”661
The phrase certainly prepares for the quote from Proverbs at the end of the verse as the words
“he gives grace” (didōsin charin) are identical in both places. Thus, however one interprets
verses 5-6a, in the rest of verse 6 James “moves to cite an unambiguous text of Scripture, Pr
3:34, in the form found in the LXX. Here he clarifies who receives God’s grace—the humble,
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those who remain faithful in their dependence on him rather than on self or any other false gods.
Here again we see the image of God as the good giver, which James has consistently brought
before his audience. Instead of wanting the things of the world, we should remember, even while
living in this world, that God give the gifts that are truly worth having.”662
Verses 7-10
These next four verses “contain a series of commands that flow directly from the quotation of
Prov. 3:34 in v. 6. If God gives the grace to meet his claim on our lives to those who are humble,
then we must become humble if we expect to enjoy that grace.”663 The word oun, “therefore/
then,” is one indicator of this expansion of the Proverbs 3:34 quote.664 “Such a use of Pr. 3:34
must have been common in the early church, for, as Dibelius, 225-226,665 points out, 1 Pet. 5:5-9
has a similar set of ideas, i.e. submission to God ([tapeinōthēte] as in 4:10) and resistance to the
devil . . . , as does 1 Clem. 30, although with a different application.”666 Moo also notes that
“what James writes in vv. 6-10 is strikingly similar to 1 Pet. 5:5-9. Peter also quotes Prov. 3:34
(v. 5b), following it with commands to ‘Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s almighty
hand, that he may exalt you in due time’ (v. 6) and resist the devil (v. 9). These parallels suggest
that what James says here may reflect a widespread early Christian call to repentance.”667
The structure of the commands begins with “submit yourselves” (v. 7) and ends with “humble
yourselves” (v. 10), thus forming an inclusio. Then, “between these two ‘bookends’ we find a
carefully structured series of commands that spell out some of the aspects and implications of the
overall call to ‘submit to God.’”668 Davids believes this section is “clearly a series of couplets”:
Submit . . . (4:7a) (topic)
Resist . . . and he will flee . . . (4:7b)
Draw near . . . and he will draw near . . . (4:8a)
Cleanse . . . (4:8b)
Purify . . . (4:8c)
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Be wretched . . . (4:9a)
Let your laughter turn . . . (4:9b)
Humble yourselves . . . he will exalt . . . (4:10) (conclusion) 669
In verse 7, “James exhorts his readers to submit to God (demonstrated by humbling oneself
before God) and desist from aligning with the devil (shown by the pursuit of ‘demonic’ wisdom,
3:15; selfish ambition, 3:16; murder, 4:2; and friendship with the world, 4:4).”670 Thus, the
“commands in the first couplet—resist the devil and draw near to God— unpack the significance
of ‘submitting’ to God. Placing ourselves under God’s authority means, negatively, that we
firmly refuse to bow to the devil’s authority. The verb translated ‘resist’ means to ‘stand against,’
and can also be translated ‘oppose’ or ‘withstand’ (see, e.g., Acts 6:10; Rom. 9:19; Eph. 6:13).
The word ‘devil’ translates Gk. diabolos, which is used in the Septuagint to translate śtn, the
Hebrew root that gives us the title ‘Satan.’ The two titles are thus identical in meaning (cf. Rev.
20:2), both suggesting that one of the devil’s primary purposes is ‘to separate od and man.’ When
we resist the devil’s purposes, he will, James promises, flee from you. Whatever power Satan
may have, the Christian can be absolutely certain that he has been given the ability to overcome
that power.”671
In verse 8, “instead of commanding resistance to the devil and guaranteeing his flight, James
calls for movement toward God and promises that God will reciprocate. He uses the same verb,
‘draw near’ [engizō], to indicate both our actions and God’s response.”672 Drawing near to God is
“about a person’s inner repentant disposition of vulnerability to God’s will (cf. Jas 1:21) and is
combined with the attentive behaviors of doing God’s will. In short, it is repentance leading to
holiness, faith accompanied by works, and hearing and doing. However it is understood, the act
of God drawing near is God’s choice of restoring the relationship with those who have fractured
the relationship. This language of drawing near to God and God drawing near to us reminds one
of the powerful covenant formula of the Old Testament: ‘I will be your God and you will be my
people’ (e.g., Gen 17:2, 4, 6-8; Exod 6:2-8). James is speaking to teachers who have fractured the
messianic community and is calling them to repentance in terms of drawing near to God if they
wish to have God draw near to them. What that drawing near of God would look like is not clear,
but surely James would be thinking of peace in the community and compassion for those in need
—both emerging from a leadership that has been renewed through repentance.”673
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The rest of the verse demonstrates a “classic example of synonymous parallelism” and “is drawn
from the cultic world of purity, and to each imperative is attached a vocative:
Cleanse your hands, you sinners,
Purify your hearts,
you double-minded.
The notable development in these two lines is the shift from ‘hands’ to ‘hearts’ to emphasize total
purification, body and heart or outer and inner.”674 Davids notes that while “handwashing
imagery was originally purely cultic [e.g., Ex. 30:19-21],” even in the “OT a moral sense quickly
arose and a transfer to the inner self, the heart, was frequently made (Is. 1:16; Je. 4:14; Jb. 22:30;
Ps. 26:6).”675 Thus, here we find that “James no longer calls his audience by the usual endearing
‘brothers and sisters’ [adelphoi]; instead, he calls them ‘sinners’ and ‘double-minded.’ We first
saw the latter term [dipsychoi], a word perhaps of James’s creation, in 1:8. Here its meaning is
broadened to refer to the two-natured person of 4:4. It is interesting to note that James now uses
it in conjunction with the idea of purifying one’s heart. Purity applies to that which is unmixed,
untainted, and single in its devotion and actions (cf. 3:17). In calling people to purify their hearts,
James calls them to remove everything from their thoughts and actions that show them not
single-mindedly pursing God and his will in the world.”676
Verse 9 begins with three commands that evoke prophetic imagery: “be wretched and mourn and
weep.” The verb “be wretched” (talaipōreō) is found only here in the NT. BDAG defines it, “to
experience distress, endure sorrow/distress, be miserable.”677 Furthermore, “in the LXX, the
term appears constantly in the prophets with reference to the sort of catastrophe visited upon the
people by the Lord because of their apostasy and idolatry (see Hos 10:2; Mic 2:4; Joel 1:10;
Zech 11:2-3; Jer 4:13, 20; 9:18; 10:20; 12:12). Here, however, rather than threaten his readers
with such a calamity from without, James calls on them to induce such distress in an act of
conversion.”678 The words “mourn” (pentheō) and “weep” (klaiō) are found together in a few
other places in the NT (Mark 16:10; Rev 18:11, 15, 19). Probably most significant are Jesus’
words in Luke 6:25:
Woe to you who are full now, for you shall be hungry. Woe to you who laugh now, for
you shall mourn [pentheō] and weep [klaiō].
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The word “laugh” also connects to the second half James 4:9, where James tells them to “let your
laughter be turned to mourning and your joy to gloom.” Thus, he “commands an end to
feasting . . . with its associated laughter . . . and joy, both of which characterize a life devoid of
tension with the world, thus a profane life.”679 Moo notes that “laughter” is often the “mark of
the ‘fool’ in the OT and Jewish literature, the person who scorns the idea of right living and
blithely goes along in a life of indolence and pleasure (see, e.g., Prov. 10:23; Eccl. 7:6; Sir.
27:13).”680 In this verse, then, “what James is implying is that (while there is still time) genuine
repentance is needed or else those who are unrepentant face the eschatological wrath of God.”681
Finally, in verse 10, “we reach the conclusion of the discussion of humility versus pride, started
back in 3:14, as James rephrases his call for submission and God’s promise of exaltation. It is not
for us to compete for position for the sake of our own selfish ambition; instead, it is for God to
exalt as he wills. The theme of humility here proves essential to James’s thought: God gives
grace to us when we are humiliated and exalts us, but we in turn are asked to humble ourselves.
Having introduced this theme due to the arguments and rivalry occurring in his churches (recall
3:14 and 4:1-2), James concludes it with humility as his answer to these problems. People who
are humble do not seek their own ‘rights’ to positions of leadership, but allow God to encourage
and lift them up as he sees fit. Thus, humility comprises an essential attribute for community.”682
Verses 11-12
These two verses “form a single argument about the sinfulness of critical speech. But the
connection between these verses and their context is not easy to determine. Several interpreters
attach the verses to what follows. . . . Johnson argues that 4:11-12, 4:13-17, and 5:1-6 all rebuke
a form of arrogance, while Martin sees in both 4:11-12 and 4:13-17 a rebuke of arrogant
speaking.683 Other interpreters, however, take vv. 11-12 with what has come before them.
Davids, for instance, thinks that these verses end a larger segment on community conflict.684 We
think that this latter view is closest to the truth. ‘Speaking evil’ (katalalia) of others is a
manifestation of the pride that God resists (4:6) and which is to be avoided by humility before
God (4:10). And ‘speaking evil’ is often linked to ‘jealousy’ (zēlos) (2 Cor. 12:20; 1 Pet. 2:1),
‘selfishness’ (2 Cor. 12:20), quarrels (polemas in Pss. Sol. 12:3) and pride (T. Gad 3:3), and is
said to be a manifestation of double-mindedness (Hermas, Similitude 8.7.2; see Mandate 2).
Finally, the prominence of ‘the law’ and ‘judging’ in vv. 11-12 corresponds to the theme of
2:8-13. Just as Lev. 19:18 (the love command) was quoted there, so Lev. 19:16, which prohibits
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slander, may be in James’s mind here; the shift from ‘brother’ to ‘neighbor’ in v. 12 makes this
especially plausible. These several connections suggest that vv. 11-12 form a basically
independent section that picks up a number of James’s favorite themes.”685 Furthermore, it may
be these two verses are a “brief ‘reprise’ of the larger discussion of sins of speech that opened the
section (3:1-12),”686 in which case verses 11-12 likely form an “inclusio with 3:1-2 in that both
are preoccupied with speech ethics.”687
In verse 11, the “harsh, denunciatory address of 4:4—adulterous people—and of 4:8—sinners
and double-minded—gives way here to James’s more familiar brothers.”688 Before this in the
Greek, however, are two words, mē katalaleite, “do not speak evil,” that provide the theme of
these verses.689 The word katalaleō literally means “speak against” (kata, “against,” + laleō, “I
speak”).690 “It denotes many kinds of harmful speech: questioning legitimate authority, as when
the people of Israel ‘spoke against God and against Moses’ (Num 21:5); slandering someone in
secret (Ps. 101:5); bringing incorrect accusations (1 Pet. 2:12; 3:16). James warns his readers
never to indulge in such slanderous speech. While we cannot know for sure just why slander was
a problem in the community, the divisions that were wracking the church (3:13-4:3) may provide
the best explanation. Quarrels over most issues usually end up including personal attacks and
judgmental attitudes.”691
James goes on to say that anyone who “speaks against a brother or judges his brother, speaks evil
against the law and judges the law.” The phrases “speak against” and “speak evil against” here
are both translations of the same Greek verb—katalaleō—that James used at the beginning of the
verse (“Do not speak evil against one another, brothers”). “But James’s addition of the ‘judging’
idea takes the argument a step further. He suggests that our criticism of a fellow believer involves
standing in judgment over that believer.”692 The law (nomos) may be the “Mosaic law but an
earlier reference to the law (2:8) suggests that what James means is the epitome of the teaching
of Jesus, which is summed up by the exhortation ‘to love one another as yourself’ (cf. Gal 6:2).
This understanding of the law as ‘love to one’s neighbor’ based on Lev 19:16-18 has not been
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practiced by the community to which James writes, as the exposition up to this point makes clear
(2:14-4:10).”693
Moo addresses the question of how James can “claim that criticism of a fellow believer is
tantamount to criticism of the law”:
Clearly a part of the argument is missing; but James’s shift to the word “neighbor” at the
end of v. 12 implies what we need to supply. That word must be a reminiscence of the
love command—confirming the suspicion that James might have Leviticus 19 in mind
throughout. So James assumes that criticism of a fellow believer contradicts the demand
that we love our neighbors. Therefore, we fail to keep the law when we slander and stand
in judgment over one another. And in failing to keep the law, James says, we also “judge”
it. The last part of the verse explains: When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but
sitting in judgment on it. Since James contrasts “judging” the law with “keeping” it, he
apparently thinks that failure to do the law implies a denial of the law’s authority.
However high and orthodox our view of God’s law might be, a failure actually to do it
says to the world that we do not in fact put much store by it. Again we see coming to the
surface James’s understanding of Christianity as something whose reality is to be tested
by the measure of obedience.694
Verse 12 begins with the word heis (‘one’) in the “emphatic position,” which “recalls the
declaration ‘God is one’ in 2:9 and echoes familiar statements of faith in Judaism.”695 With no
connecting words, then, “James simply states his point: ‘There is one lawgiver and judge who is
able to save and to destroy.’ This element of Israel’s story, that God is the lawgiver, is the
theological foundation of everything James has said in 4:11. His logic is almost like moving
forward by walking backward: as he progresses in his argument he has to keep backing up to
provide the logical elements he is assuming. Thus, speaking evil entails judging; judging entails
sitting over the Torah in judgment; sitting over the Torah entails no longer being a doer.
Underneath all these entailments, each of which undergirds why it is wrong to sit in judgment on
another, is the obvious but all-important point: God alone is the Lawgiver and Judge. To sit in
judgment, then, is to be outside the Torah and above and beyond it. But that is space occupied by
God and God alone.”696
The verse continues by saying that this God is the one “who is able to save and to destroy.” As
Jesus told his disciples, it is “God alone who is able ‘to destroy both soul and body in hell’ (Matt.
10:28). James therefore is thinking of ‘judging’ in terms of determining the ultimate spiritual
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destiny of individuals. And the believer has no right to make any such determination.”697
Blomberg and Kamell note that the word “neighbor” (plēsion) forms a “mini-inclusio” with the
phrase “one another” (allēlōn) in verse 11, bringing the focus back again to the one of whom evil
is being spoken.698 In the end, to speak against another “is to set oneself as superior to the one
spoken against, is to deny the claim of the law to love the neighbor, and is to presume a role that
can be held only by God.”699

General Scholarly Comment
Peter H. Davids
As a logical response to the section above James adds a section which will make the criticism he
has already suggested more specific and pointed. . . . The inner-community strife flows from the
evil impulse, the lust within, and thus blocks prayer. The Christians are adulterous, for they have
provoked God to jealousy. Therefore they must repent and turn from the devil and his works.
Concretely this will mean ceasing to criticize one another, for in doing this they have assumed
God’s prerogative.700
Ralph Martin
The writer is led to the subject matter by his preceding references to “peace” and “peacemaking”
in 3:17, 18. There was need for “heavenly wisdom” because the readers were far from peaceable!
Warnings about a “divided self” (1:7-8; illustrated in 3:11-12) were evidently not wasted, as a
return to the same charge in 4:8 shows. These addressees were people living out their inner
divisions in a society rent by strife and discord. It is a sad comment on human nature when
personal conflicts lie unresolved or boil over into distressful conditions; but worse follows when
these bitter conflicts spill over into antisocial behavior and troublemaking in community
relations.
No fewer than three causes of strife are diagnosed and their problems faced by the moral
theologian. The last term, which makes James a theologian, is chosen to underline his interest in
setting community problems in the light of divine revelation and judging the readers’ behavior as
an affront to God. “God opposes the proud” (v 6) is a summary of his essentially theocentric
outlook, while the prescription for change, expressed in terms of repentance and self-humiliation,
lies in a recovery of the sense of the divine judgment and grace (vv 7-10). The moral
exhortations to humility in v 6b and v 10 are the opening and closing of a section of prophetic
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admonition that is closely parallel to the Old Testament appeal to Israel to return to Yahweh, the
covenant God from whom they have strayed. The indictment of a spiritual infidelity (in v 4)
leads James to use the Old Testament covenant relationship as the basis for his call to the new
Israel in the Dispersion (1:1). Unless the basically theological underpinning of this parenetic
summons is appreciated James will be viewed as a moralist governed by expediency. In fact he
stands more in the tradition of the Hebrew prophets of the eighth to sixth centuries B.C.,
informed by the later sages of Israel when their finest writers . . . faced the threat and
encroachment of idolatry.701
David P. Nystrom
By pressing into service the image of sacrifice and the language of drawing near to God, James
has deftly pointed our attention toward forgiveness, community, and submission to God. It is in
relation to this last that he counsels us to resist the devil. Many other themes in this passage have
been discussed already (the pride and effects of false wisdom, the corrupting power of sin,
leadership and the abuse of power), so that drawing near to God, forgiveness, and community
will occupy our discussion here. . . . This passage implores us to draw near to God in order to be
forgiven. The appeal is general, but especially it is directed to leaders within the church who are
misusing their position and status. The “fights and quarrels” mentioned in verse 1 are the result
of following internal desires, desires often in conflict with the purposes of God. As an antidote
James advocates forgiveness. Forgiveness is a complicated business. Some of us find it difficult
to forgive others, and some of us cannot, it seems, forgive ourselves. All of us need to be
reminded of the love of our Father in heaven, who has forgiven us. Forgiveness also allows for
the development of true community, which is James’s hope here.702
Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell
Friendship with God rather than the world does not mean separation from the world, because
Jesus commanded his disciples to be its salt and light (Mt 5:13-16). But it does require separation
from the sinful practices of the world. . . . Earlier James placed the blame for succumbing to
temptation squarely on the shoulders of the sinning individual (1:13-1). Nevertheless, he knows
Satan’s role full well, as v. 7 discloses. . . . Still, he can (and must) be resisted, and he will
flee . . . . That this proclamation follows after the assurance of God’s grace reminds us that we do
not resist the devil nor does he flee from us by our own strength but only through the Lord.
Submitting to God proves diametrically opposite to the world’s call to self-assertion, autonomy,
and power.703
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JAMES #12 ( 4 : 13 - 17 )
Introduction
In these verses, James takes on merchants who go about their business in arrogance, ignoring the
fact that all their dealings are in the hand of God. Such an attitude betrays worldliness and selfish
ambition that are not reflective of someone humbly seeking to live for the will of God.

Literary Context
Many commentators understand this to be a new section in James, though there is some
ambiguity on where the section ends. 704 For example, Scot McKnight writes, “We consider
4:13-5:6 (or 4:13-5:11) a new section in the letter.”705 Douglas Moo, too, believes 4:13 “initiates
a new section that extends to at least 5:6” but asks the question, “Where should we place the end
of the unit?”706 He suggests that an “obvious possibility would be to include only the two
generally parallel paragraphs, 4:13-17 and 5:1-6. But the call for patient endurance that begins in
5:7 is closely related, especially in light of the biblical background, to 5:1-6 (and, to a lesser
extent, 4:13-17 as well). In 5:7-11, James delineates the response that faithful Christians should
have to the arrogant selfishness he has rebuked in the previous verses.”707 In the end, he
concludes the section at 5:11.708
On its relation to the previous passage, Peter Davids writes that “this section is not directly
connected to 4:1-12, although the flow of thought moves smoothly enough, but forms a separate
unit addressed to two distinct classes: merchants and landlords. As such it picks up on the themes
of 1:9-11, 27; 2:5-7. The groups are addressed in the style of prophetic denunciation. That James
intends the two paragraphs to be read as a single unit is clear from the repeated [age nyn, “come
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now”] (4:13; 5:1), the unity of the topic, and the address to the [adelphoi] in 5:7 that closes off
the segment.”709

Overview
In the preceding section, James “has dealt with the love of the world, the divided heart, and its
results in the community. Now James moves to another major theme of the work, the rich and
their sins, i.e. the results of the love of the world. . . . The merchant class in the church stands
self-condemned, for they plan and think only in terms of worldly gain rather than in terms of
God’s will and ultimate realities. They ought instead to be humble; their sin appears in their
failure to share with the poor.”710 The text “flows from a description of the problem, namely the
sin of presumption (4:13), into James’s instruction (4:14-17). His instruction begins with the
brevity of life (4:14), the alternative to presumption (4:15), the fundamental problem with
presumption (4:16) and a final warning (4:17).”711

Structure
Most commentators do not break these verses up. For example, Craig Blomberg and Mariam
Kamell:
Trials and Temptations (4:13-5:18)
1. Planning apart from God’s Will (4:13-17)
2. Responding to Oppression (5:1-12)
3. Anointing Prayer for Serious Illness (5:13-18) 712
Peter Davids:
Testing through wealth 4:13-5:6
1. The test of wealth 4:13-17
2. The test by the wealthy 5:1-6713

709

Peter H. Davids, The Epistle of James: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 171.
710

Ibid.

711

McKnight, James, 368.

712

Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, James, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 204.
713

!

Davids, James, 172-73.

197

Ralph Martin:
Witnessing to Divine Providence (4:1-5:20)
1. Community Malaise and Its Antidote
a. False Hopes (4:1-10)
2. Community Problems
b. Godless attitudes (4:11-17)
3. Judgment on Rich Farmers (5:1-6)
4. Call to Patience (5:7-11)
5. Community issues: Oath-taking; Reactions to Trouble, Sickness, and Sins (5:12-18)
6. Final Words and Fraternal Admonitions (5:19-20)714
Douglas Moo:
The Worldview of Spiritual Wholeness: Understanding Time and Eternity (4:13-5:11)
A. Arrogant Planning Ignores God’s Providence (4:13-17)
B. Misusing Wealth and Power Brings God’s Judgment (5:1-6)
C. Patiently Enduring Trials Earns God’s Reward (5:7-11)715
Scot McKnight is an exception:
The Messianic Community and the Wealthy (4:13-5:11)
7.1. The Sin of Presumption (4:13-17)
7.1.1. Description of the Sin of Presumption (4:13)
7.1.2. James’s Instruction (4:14-17)
7.1.2.1. The Brevity of Life (4:14)
7.1.2.2. Providence or Presumption (4:15-16)
7.1.2.3. Conclusion (4:17)716

Textual Notes
In verse 13, James commands attention with the words age nyn, “come now.” This phrase
“commonly introduced arguments addressing imaginary opponents or ‘prefacing harsh words in
satire.’ One of the primary questions of this section (4:13-17) concerns whether or not the people
addressed should be regarded as Christians. Those who argue that being wealthy and being a
Christian are mutually exclusive would say, ‘No, these addressees cannot be believers.’ Others
714
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argue that it makes no sense for James to be correcting those outside of his congregations, as
they would have no reason to care or listen.”717 McKnight provides evidence for both views but
appears to favor that the position that the merchants are not a part of James’s community. He also
argues that we “need to be careful about a facile ‘in’ versus ‘out’ mentality in this question.
James is writing to messianic followers of Jesus, but they are most likely Jews. The distinction in
this book between a non-messianic Jew and a messianic Jew is not as radical as between a
messianic Roman and a non-messianic (pagan) Roman.”718 Moo, however, writes the following
on the recipients of James’s rebuke as believers:
Underlying the boastful arrogance of the people both in this paragraph and in the next
one is wealth. To be sure, the people James chastises in 4:13-17 are never said to be rich;
but the extensive travel plans and desire to “make money” suggest that they belong to the
relatively well-to-do merchant class. But are these well-off merchants Christians or not?
James leaves this matter up in the air. The “rich” whom James condemns in 5:1-6 are
probably not Christians . . . . The parallels between that text and this one—especially the
similar address—might lead us to suppose that both passages describe the sin and fate of
the wicked rich. On the other hand, James chastises these merchants for failing to look at
life from a Christian perspective (v. 14), urges them to acknowledge the Lord’s
sovereignty and providence as they make their plans (v. 15), and suggests that they know
what they ought to do in this matter (v. 17). James would hardly address non-Christians
in this way. It is just at this point that 5:1-6 differs from 4:13-17: James pronounces a
verdict of condemnation on the “rich” of 5:1 with no hint that their fate might be avoided.
In 4:13-17, then, James returns to the theme of 1:10-11, encouraging rich believers to
avoid boasting in their own worldly accomplishments and to put their trust in the Lord. 719
Davids is similar, writing that the “merchants are not named [hoi plousioi, “the rich”] (cf. 5:1),
but [hoi legontes, “those who say”], which means James sees them as within the community
rather than as outsiders.”720 Blomberg and Kamell also agree, stating that verse 15 “makes it
most readily apparent that these addressees are probably Christians.”721
Thus, being wealthy does not preclude one from following Christ, but the verse does introduce
the idea that “wealth allows people an independence from God that can be dangerous for their
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spiritual state, and James wishes to convict people about this arrogant autonomy.”722 One scholar
explains the background of the text:
This passage is best understood in the context of commercial activity that flourished during
the first century. Travel was commonplace. There were travel anxieties for those on the move
—robbery, piracy, shipwreck, violence, and hardships associated with the road. Yet, the
Roman military presence kept most of these to a minimum. Travel was relatively safe and
easy, especially from the time of Claudius. With him, the emperor, through his procurators,
assumed responsibility for road repair throughout the empire. This, along with inexpensive
sea transportation, combined to facilitate travel. Much of the travel was for business
purposes.
The widespread practice of overland and maritime trade easily accounts for merchants who
would “go to such and such a city, and spend a year there and engage in business and make a
profit” (4:13b). This type of activity was quite routine. Artisans commonly traveled from
place to place plying their trade, as is evident in the case of Aquila and Priscilla. These two
were tentmakers who traveled to, and worked in, Pontus, Rome, Corinth, Ephesus, and
possibly Rome again (Acts 18:1-3,18-21; 1 Cor. 16:19; Rom. 16:3). It is also true of Paul
who was able to practice his trade whenever he traveled, thereby supporting himself (Phil.
4:10-18). And it was true of Lydia. She was a merchant from Thyatira who bought and sold
purple fabric. Paul met her in Philippi where, presumably, she was conducting business (Acts
16:14). In the first century, the ease of mobility made travel an occupational necessity for
many. The words in James regarding intercity commerce were not directed against business
practices per se (4:13-16). The words were, however, directed toward merchants and artisans
who were “arrogant” (4:16).723
Therefore, “using the vocative substantival participle, ‘you who say’ [hoi legontes], to address
his audience, James is then able to give a fuller picture of the group he wishes to chasten.”724
McKnight expounds on this group of merchants:
The merchants’ claims are fourfold, and James puts them into the future tense to give
them vitality and conviction, even while he exposes the shameless, impious presumption
of these people: (1) “we will go,” (2) we will “spend a year,” (3) we will be “doing
business,” and (4) we will be “making money.” First, time is under their control: they will
do these things “today or tomorrow.” Second, location is also under their control: “we
will go to such and such a town.” Third, the duration of their business dealings is in their
722

Ibid., 206-07.

723

William L. Blevins, “A Call to Repent, Love Others, and Remember God: James 4,” Review and Expositor 83
(1986): 424.
724

!

Blomberg and Kamell, James, 206-07.

200

hands: “spend a year there.” Fourth, their labors and profits are under their control:
“doing business and making money.” What kind of business dealing took place is not
specified, but it might have involved selling local products elsewhere—say grain, figs,
wine, olives, or shoes—purchasing items elsewhere to import—say incense, spices, silk,
rare woods, livestock, pottery, or baskets—establishing a business in another location, or
hiring oneself out to such a business. Regardless, the Hellenization of the land of Israel
led to increasing opportunities for business. The last term, “making money,” is the goal of
James’s rhetoric: the merchants have it all mapped out, and the goal is financial profit.
Gain is the goal of business (cf. Matt 25:16-17, 20, 22). But just as James is not against
planning so also he is not against profits. He uses this language of planning and profit to
construct a scenario for arrogant presumption, not to cut into the very nature of human
existence.
. . . These words and the disposition of merchants stand diametrically opposed to the
stance of Jesus regarding time (Matt 6:11, 25-34). They also are against the wisdom
tradition’s theme: “The human mind plans the way, but the Lord directs the steps” (Prov
16:9) or “All our steps are ordered by the Lord; how then can we understand our own
ways?” (20:24). The prophets, too, warn of presumption: “I know, O LORD, that they way
of human beings is not in their control, that mortals as they walk cannot direct their
steps” (Jer 10:23).725
Verse 14 is a bit complicated grammatically. In the Greek, it begins with the word hoitines,
which is a relative pronoun meaning, “who.” Thus, the flow from verse 13 into verse 14 is, “[v.
13] Come now, you who say . . ., [v. 14] who do not know . . . .” Beyond this, the entire phrase
“you do not know what tomorrow will bring” is straightforward enough and “probably an
accurate rendering of the Greek, but the Greek itself is messy. It begins with ‘you do not even
know,’ and this is the clear part. The verb is one of mental apprehension (epistamai, related to
our word ‘epistemology’). Abraham trusted God ‘not knowing where he was going’ (Heb 11:8),
but the presumptuous merchants were not trusting God and still thought they knew where they
were going, what they would do, and that they would profit. The grammar next becomes
elliptical, and it is even possible that we are to read two clauses together: ‘You do not even know
what your life will be tomorrow.’”726 Some scholars and English translations take it this way
(e.g., Blomberg and Kamell727 ; NAS).
However, McKnight argues that “because so many early manuscripts add a ‘for’ between ‘will
bring’ and ‘What is your life?’ and because this early instinctual reading of the text functions at
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least as commentary, it is most likely that ‘What is your life?’ is a separate sentence.728 That
means we have to deal with ‘You do not even know what tomorrow will bring.’ And the problem
here is the Greek:
to
that

tēs
of

aurion
tomorrow

The ‘that’ is an article that appears to be the object of ‘know,’ but the ‘of’ (tēs, the feminine
genitive article) sends us looking for a feminine noun, and one is not to be found. So, we are left
to infer the word ‘day’ (hēmeras), leaving us with ‘you do not even know that, or what [will
occur] on the day on the morrow.’ The ambiguity of this English translation matches the
ambiguity of the Greek. The wisdom tradition routinely reflected on the transitoriness of life in
terms not unlike James (cf. Wis 2:1-9). James’s saying is rooted in Proverbs 27:1, which in some
ways clears up our verse: ‘Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may
bring.’ Jesus, too, made a similar statement (Matt 6:34). It seems safe to conclude that James
asserts the brevity of life by asserting the merchants’ ignorance even of what will happen
tomorrow, let alone what they think will happen in their business accomplishments over the next
year.”729
James goes on to say that their lives are a “mist” or “vapor” (atmis). 730 This word “formed a
natural analogy for the ephemeral in the dry Palestinian climate, in which water droplets in the
air formed from condensation near the sea but then quickly disappeared. Mist was a prevalent
OT metaphor for the transitory, drawn from the world of nature (along with others like grass,
shadow, cloud, and smoke).”731 This mist only appears “a little time,” pros oligon, a Greek
phrase that “expresses temporal duration. The two [following] participles (phainomenē/
aphanizomenē) have the same relationship as the two terms used to translate them
(‘appears’/‘disappears’).”732 Martin notes the similarity of James’s words to the parable of the
rich fool in Luke 12:16-20. “The uncertainty of life is brought home in this parable because the
rich man died unexpectedly. As the similar sounding words . . . [phainomenē, ‘appear’] and
728
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[aphanizomenē, ‘disappear’] suggest, a person is here today and gone today. The idea of a mist,
especially one that rolls in from the sea and then vanishes, would be especially relevant for sea
merchants . . . . Instead of looking to God, who alone can sustain life, the person trusts in what
can be accomplished by his or her own devices and designs.”733
In verse 15, James begins with the word anti, “instead,” and contrasts what these merchants do
say with what they should say. Thus, it connects back to verse 13 instead of verse 14 (note the
word legein, “to say,” in v. 15 is from same verb legō as in v. 13, legōntes, “you who say”). 734
“What ought to be said would recognize that God has full control over all of life: ‘If the Lord
wills. . .”735 Moo explains that this “explicit expression of dependence on the Lord has come to
be known as the ‘Jacobean condition’ (condition Jacobaea), although the sentiment is, of course,
widespread in the NT (most famously in the Lord’s Prayer [Matt. 6:10]; cf. also Matt. 26:42;
Acts 18:21; 21:14; Rom. 1:10; 15:32; 1 Pet. 3:17). It is not enough, James suggests, to recognize
that one’s own life is uncertain and transitory (v. 14). Such a recognition, after all, is not even
specifically religious. What these merchants need to go on to reckon with is that their lives are
also in the hands of God. This world is not a closed system; what appears to our senses to be the
totality of existence is in fact only part of the whole. This life cannot properly be understood
without considering the spiritual realm, a realm that impinges on and ultimately determines the
material realm in which we live day to day.”736
On this “Jacobean condition,” one scholar asks, “Does James suggest plans to travel and spend
time away in pursuit of wealth would have been permissible if only sprinkled with a quick prayer
acknowledging God’s sovereignty?”737 But Ralph Martin writes that the “mere verbalization of a
catchphrase like ‘If the Lord wills’ is not the intent here. Just as with any Christian teaching, this
phrase can become no more than a vain, thoughtless repetition, a kind of fetish. What James is
urging here is a conviction (worked out in a congruent lifestyle) that leads one to acknowledge
that indeed God is in control of life’s decisions. He is also suggesting that if the sole purpose of
business ventures is to make as much money as possible (for oneself; see 4:2) then such plans are
wrongheaded and open to sudden change (1:10-11; 5:1-6). The use of [ho kurios, “the Lord”]
probably refers to the Father but the person of Jesus as Lord (2:1) also cannot be far from the
mind of James.”738
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In verse 16, James emphasizes that “instead of an orientation in life that looks to God and
depends on God, the merchants are presumptuous; their sin is hubris.”739 Moo is helpful:
Taken by itself, the quotation that James places on the lips of the merchants in v. 13 could
appear quite unobjectionable. Indeed, one could find many places in Scripture where
prophets and apostles state their plans in very similar terms. But the problem, as James
now makes clear, is the attitude underlying this planning. As it is (Gk. nyn, “now”) brings
us back to James’s own present and to the problem that he is addressing. And the root
problem is arrogance: you boast and brag. Where the NIV uses two indicative verbs, the
Greek text in fact has an indicative verb followed by the preposition en (“in”) with a
plural object: “you boast in your arrogances.”. . . The point of importance here is that
“boasting” is not itself a negative activity or attitude: the question is what it is that one is
boasting in . . . . And so James must qualify the verb to indicate that he uses it to depict
a boasting that arises from misplaced pride in one’s own ability to chart the future. But
the prepositional phrase, rather than describing the manner of the boasting, might qualify
“boast” in a different way. In every other NT occurrence of the combination
“boast” (kauchaomai) and “in” (en), the object of “in” indicates the object in which one
boasts. And the fact that James uses the plural form of the noun here (alazoneiais,
“arrogances”740 ) might suggest the same thing. . . . The only other occurrence of the
Greek word for “arrogance” in the NT [1 John 2:16] might indicate that this interpretation
is moving in the right direction: “For everything in the world—the cravings of sinful
man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does—comes not from the
Father but from the world.” It is this “pride of life,” this arrogant sense of self-sufficiency
so characteristic of the world, that James condemns in this passage. All such boasting is
evil, James concludes. 741
Verse 17 seems like a somewhat strange way to conclude this text. Some believe this is a
traditional saying that James places here. However, as Moo notes, “James does explicitly connect
the verse to its context, with a ‘therefore’ (oun). While the saying may well have been tradition,
then, we should presume that James had good reason to include it at this point in his
argument.”742 The verse “refers most specifically to actions or, rather, to a failure to act in ways
that people know they ought. In this context, James has urged his audience to take God’s will
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into account in all of their planning for life, so that to fail to stand in humility before God’s
sovereign will at all times is to fail to do a ‘good’ thing that they now understand.”743
Blomberg and Kamell note that the “concept of ‘doing the good’ was a familiar OT concept of
practicing the law (the ‘good’) and fits well with a Jewish-Christian audience. The
‘good’ [kalon], while definitely embracing the thought of leaving room for the Lord’s will at all
times, in James’s thought most likely includes other actions for good as well, most notably deeds
of charity and caring for the poor. The merchants in this passage, at least in the small
socioeconomic ‘middle group’ of the ancient world, were people with some discretionary
spending money, so that some of James’s emphasis here on ‘doing’ or ‘not doing’ [poiein . . . mē
poiounti] relates back to ch. 2 with its emphasis on practical religion and the need to help those
less well off. If we do not acknowledge God in all that we do and say, and particularly with our
material possessions, we fail to live our faith truly and commit sin instead.”744

General Scholarly Comment
Ralph P. Martin
The merchants’ practice of planning for the future (vv 13-15) by presuming to order their own
business lives and destinies is a sign to James that they are not wise. “Boasting of tomorrow” is
warned against in Prov 27:1 for the two reasons adduced throughout Scripture. One salutary
recall is that life’s certainty hangs by a fragile thread that may snap without warning or reason.
The parable of Luke 12:16-21 powerfully makes the point that a person’s life is not within his or
her power to control. The farmer may confidently speak of “many years” for which he has
provided retirement income and security. The monosyllabic “but God said” introduces the second
reason why no one should presume to know the shape of the future. “Tonight your life is called
to account” is a reminder that all live within the providence of God, who holds our life in his
hands, and that life is his momentary gift to be granted or withdrawn.
. . . Once again the writer goes to the heart of the issue under review. His readers were selfdeceived by adopting what he sees as a totally mistaken and misplaced attitude to life (vv 16-17).
Two moral qualities betray their sin. They are filled with pretensions of their own importance
and pride, a word used to describe the itinerant quack medicine-man who offered fake cures that
were worthless; and they are guilty of “boasting,” a term that for Paul epitomized the essence of
sin and is the antithesis of the life of faith (Rom 3:27; Phil 3:3-11; 2 Cor 10:17-18). Paul is
driven to boasting only under the constraints of his debate at Corinth (2 Cor 12:9). The reason
lies in what he has learned from the gospel of grace that all boasting is vain (1 Cor 1:30-31) and
that his sole hope is centered in the cross of Jesus (Gal 6:14).
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James, to be sure, gets no further than the moral dictum, “All such boasting is evil” (v 16), and
the conclusion that to fail to do what we know to be right is sin (v 17). But in a strange way he
both confirms Paul’s indictment of vain self-trust for salvation and adds a needed corollary,
namely, that the valid evidence of genuine religion is what Christians do as they practice a “faith
made operative by love” (Gal 5:6).745
David P. Nystrom
James is not arguing against the making of money, or even against the desire to make money;
rather, he is against the attitude of self-contained certainty, the same smug attitude that marked
the teaching of the false teachers. Such certainty is revelatory of an attitude that does not take
God seriously enough, a mind-set for which the making of money outstrips devotion to God in
importance. The desire betrays friendship with the world and is, therefore, enmity with God.
Beyond this, of course, is another sin, for many in the church have not seen the poor as their
sisters and brothers. They have not shared with them, but have shown favoritism. There is no
discernible difference in their lives for having come to know Jesus.
. . . James here argues that sins of both commission and omission are grievous, especially when
done knowingly. The making of plans as though the future is certain is itself a sin, because
functionally it is a denial of God, either his importance or even his very existence. Then to boast
about it is a further sin. James may perhaps be building on the saying of Jesus in Luke 12:47:
“That servant who knows his master’s will and does not get ready or does not do what his master
wants will be beaten with many blows.” Knowledge of right places us under a moral obligation
to do right.746
Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell
Whereas Western Christians today often take for granted the necessity and even goodness of
buying and selling internationally, ancient opinion on seafaring merchants was far more mixed.
Whether because of the history of Israelite abuse of wealth (see esp. Am 4 and 6), because of
Roman import practices that emptied the provinces of much of their raw material to provide
luxury items for the affluent in Italy, or even because of Hellenistic dualism’s suspicion of too
much involvement with the merchandise of this world in general, any first-century readers of
James would have looked with initial suspicion on these travelers with such grandiose plans.
Help for the 70 to 80 percent of the empire who lived not far from subsistence level was
conspicuously absent in their scheming (recall the parable of the rich fool in Lk 12:16-21). They
had estimated a time, a purpose, a place, goals, and a reward (v. 13), never once acknowledging
the central role that benefaction played in a world without any overarching government welfare.
The percentage of needy in America today may be noticeably smaller, but worldwide the
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suffering as a result of a lack of material resources remains staggering, and it is the wealthy West
that has replaced Rome as the primary exploiter of the natural resources of poorer countries to
sustain our ever-fattening consumer demands.
. . . The transience of life is a common place in Jewish wisdom literature. The entire book of
Ecclesiastes highlights the fleeting and unsatisfying vanities of earthly pleasure. Pr 27:1; Hos
6:4, 13:3; and Wis 2:1-5 are just a few of the texts that make this point, including by means of
the metaphors of mist or smoke. Vv. 14-15 effectively counter the presumption that we can plan
our lives out meticulously for months on end, by reminding us of our ignorance of the future, our
frailty as fallen human beings, and our utter dependence on God’s will.
The last of these points harks back most immediately to the Lord’s Prayer (Mt 6:9-13; Lk
11:1-4), with its central role for petitioning God that his will be done on earth, as it is already
being done in heaven. But that requires us to leave enough time to listen to God on a regular
basis so that his plans can overrule ours when necessary, so that we can distinguish a divine from
a diabolical interruption to our daily schedule, and so that we can make “the most of every
opportunity, because the days are evil” (Eph 5:16, TNIV).
The generalizing language of “such-and-such” (v. 13) and “this or that” (v. 15) refutes the claim
that adding “if the Lord wills” applies only to certain kinds of prayers, but not to others in which
we are taught to “name it and claim it.” The latter approach turns prayer into magic—attempting
to manipulate God or the gods through ritual or formula—and replaces God’s sovereignty with
human presumption, precisely what these merchants were doing! Indeed, long-range planning
would have stood out as far more unusual in James’s world than in ours. The high value we place
on such strategizing “is decidedly a modern phenomenon,” not typically practiced even by the
minority in the ancient Roman empire who did have surplus savings or investments. The antidote
in our modern world is not to try to recreate some mythically ideal past society, which would
prove impossible anyway, but to reflect biblically on what Christian planning within
contemporary economic systems should look like.
. . . V. 16 recalls our earlier discussions of the background an application of right and wrong
forms of boasting . . . . Here James removes all doubt that it is not planning per se to which he
objects, but the role that arrogance can play. The “proverb” of v. 17 gives another generalizing
thrust to the passage. While for these merchants, not to leave room for the Lord’s will would be
the key sin of omission to avoid in the future, for other believers quite different things that they
know they should do but fail to perform may constitute their sins of omission. James may have
Jesus’ teaching later recorded in Lk 12:47-48 in the back of his mind here—“from everyone who
has been given much, much will be demanded” (TNIV). Pr 3:27-28 and Mt 25:42-43 also
contain crucial background teaching on sins of omission. And even if we stay with James’s
illustration of wealth for our contemporary applications of this passage, we need only consider
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how often the poor and middle group, in James’s day and in ours, have the same desires to
become rich, in order to realize how close to home James drives his points.747
Luke Timothy Johnson
There is nothing subtle about the form of arrogance displayed in 4:13-17. James characterizes it
as alazoneia, universally recognizable in the Greco-Roman world as the quality of the boaster,
the braggart, the pretentious person. At the most obvious level, the traders are criticized for their
arrogant assumption that they can depend on the future. But at a deeper level they share the
outlook of “the world” expressed by envy: that having is the same as being and that “selling and
getting a profit” is a way of securing their own future. James’ first response to them is a common
one in the wisdom tradition; as Qoheleth so eloquently demonstrated, a reminder of the
evanescent quality of life is an effective deflater of pomposity: how can these entrepreneurs plan
their selling campaign for a year, when they cannot even guarantee they will see tomorrow? The
awareness of human existence as a “mist that is here and gone” encourages an appropriate
modesty concerning human projects and plans.
James’ critique cuts deeper than that, however, for he challenges the very view of reality
assumed by such “friends of the world.” Their speech betrays a perception of the world as a
closed system of limited resources, available to their control and manipulation, yielding to their
market analysis and sales campaign. When James recommends that they say “If the Lord wills it,
we will both live and do this thing or that thing,” he is not recommending an empty piety, but a
profoundly different understanding of reality. He challenges their construal with the perception
given by faith and friendship with God: that the world is an open system, created by God at
every moment, and infinitely rich in the resources provided by God for humans to exist and
prosper in cooperation, rather than in competition. And within this understanding, their
pretension and boasting is not the symptom simply of foolish heedlessness. It is the symptom of
something evil.748
William L. Blevins
Although this passage addresses only arrogant merchants, its message applies to all Christians.
Regardless of vocation, arrogance is the same for all who boast of self-sufficiency in any area of
their existence. Sin is not merely doing what is wrong. It is the refusal to do what is right. And
what is right? Right is recognizing that God is sovereign over life. Right is applying faith to life.
Right is translating religious beliefs into daily behavior. Right is opening every area of existence
to God’s presence.749
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JAMES #13 ( 5 : 1 - 6 )
Introduction
In these verses, James takes on the role of prophet, denouncing the wicked actions of those who
have lived in luxury at the expense of the poor and proclaiming against them the judgment to
come. Like Amos who condemned those “who are on the mountain of Samaria, who oppress the
poor, who crush the needy, who say to your husbands, ‘Bring, that we may drink!” (Amos 4:1),
James condemns those who have fattened themselves with wealth and luxury on the backs of the
righteous poor, whom they afflict. And all this in the last days, when judgment is on the horizon.

Context and Background
With regard to its place in the flow of James, this passage is “closely related to 4:13-17 in both
style and content. Both paragraphs begin with the stock formula of address age nyn, ‘come
now’ . . . . And both paragraphs condemn a pursuit of wealth that fails to take into account the
reality of God and his will for humanity. For this reason, as we noted, many commentators think
that both sections must deal with the same kind of people. The usual argument is from 5:1-6 to
4:13-17: since the former depicts the wicked rich, the latter must also be directed to nonChristians.”750 However, “the differences between 4:13-17 and 5:1-6 are greater than the
similarities. The former is written in the dialogical style of the diatribe, with questions, answers,
and exhortations to repent. James 5:1-6, however, has none of that. James’s style is that of the
prophets pronouncing doom on pagan nations. He unrelievedly attacks these people, with no hint
of exhortation.”751
Another scholar writes that the “picture of wealthy people who exploit the poor, who are selfindulgent, and who even commit murder makes it difficult to believe that the rich oppressors are
Christians.”752
As far as the background of the text, “the ‘rich’ whom James attacks in the paragraph are wealthy
landowners, as v. 4 reveals. This was a class of people frequently criticized in the OT, Jewish
literature, and the wider Greco-Roman world for their greedy acquisition of land and their
exploitation of those forced to work on the land for them. The socioeconomic conflict between
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these two classes was acute in the first-century world, and James accurately reflects the situation.
And, in so forthrightly denouncing the ‘rich,’ James has become a key biblical spokesperson for
the liberation theology movement. However, as we pointed out in the exposition of 1:10-11, the
term ‘rich’ must be carefully defined in the biblical context. It bears not only an economic sense
but a theological one as well; and sorting out the degree to which one or the other of these
nuances is present in any given occurrence of the word is not easy. What can be said about the
‘rich’ in this passage, however, is that they are condemned not simply for their wealth; they are
condemned for their sinful use of wealth.”753

Overview
In this section, the “comparatively mild rebukes of the traveling merchants in 4:13-17 quickly
give way to the harshest rhetoric of the whole letter. In 5:1-12, James condemns the rich nonChristian oppressors of the poor day-laborers in his congregations.”754 The “prophetic rhetoric of
5:1-6 unfolds as follows: First we have an opening warning (5:1) that is followed by a staccatolike series of statements that describe the accumulative lifestyle and its impermanence (5:2-3).
Second, v. 4 is almost parenthetical and rhetorically functions as sidebar revelation that the
oppression of the poor by the rich has been registered with the Lord of hosts. Third, James adds
to the descriptions of vv. 2-3 two more images of the lifestyle of the rich (5:5) and lets rise to the
surface the undercurrent of what he has been saying: they are oppressors (5:6).”755
On these verses, Moo asks the question: “Why does James preach this message of denunciation
of non-Christians in a letter addressed to the church? Calvin appropriately isolates two main
purposes: James ‘has a regard to the faithful, that they, hearing of the miserable end of the rich,
might not envy their fortune, and also that knowing that God would be the avenger of the wrongs
they suffered, they might with a calm and resigned mind bear them.’”756

Structure
The structure is straightforward: “Governing the passage is James’s announcement of
condemnation on the ‘rich’ (v. 1). He then explains why these rich people are destined for
condemnation: (1) they have selfishly hoarded wealth (vv. 2-3); (2) they have defrauded their
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workers (v. 4); (3) they follow a self-indulgent lifestyle (v. 5); and (4) they oppress ‘the
righteous’ (v. 6).”757 Some commentary outlines are below, beginning with Craig Blomberg and
Mariam Kamell:
Trials and Temptations (4:13-5:18)
1. Planning apart from God’s Will (4:13-17)
2. Responding to Oppression (5:1-12)
a. Judgment Announced for the Oppressors (vv. 1-6)
b. Prophetic Patience Enjoined on the Oppressed (vv. 7-11)
c. Oaths Proscribed to Avoid Unrealistic Promises (v. 12)
3. Anointing Prayer for Serious Illness (5:13-18) 758
Scot McKnight:
The Messianic Community and the Wealth (4:13-5:11)
7.2 The Sin of Oppression (5:1-6)
7.2.1. The Opening Warning (5:1)
7.2.2. The Lifestyle of the Rich Farmers (5:2-3)
7.2.3. A Revelation (5:4)
7.2.4. The Description of the Rich Resumed (5:5-6)
7.2.4.1. Luxury (5:5)
7.2.4.2. Violence (5:6)759
Douglas Moo:
The Worldview of Spiritual Wholeness: Understanding Time and Eternity (4:13-5:11)
A. Arrogant Planning Ignores God’s Providence (4:13-17)
B. Misusing Wealth and Power Brings God’s Judgment (5:1-6)
C. Patiently Enduring Trials Earns God’s Reward (5:7-11)760
Peter Davids:
Testing through wealth 4:13-5:6
1. The test of wealth 4:13-17
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2. The test by the wealthy 5:1-6761
Ralph Martin:
Witnessing to Divine Providence (4:1-5:20)
1. Community Malaise and Its Antidote
a. False Hopes (4:1-10)
2. Community Problems
b. Godless attitudes (4:11-17)
3. Judgment on Rich Farmers (5:1-6)
4. Call to Patience (5:7-11)
5. Community issues: Oath-taking; Reactions to Trouble, Sickness, and Sins (5:12-18)
6. Final Words and Fraternal Admonitions (5:19-20)762

Textual Notes
Verses 1-3
James begins in verse 1 the same way he began the last passage in 4:13: “Come now” (age nyn).
The difference is that here it is not followed by “you who say” (hoi legontes) but “you rich” (hoi
plousioi). Furthermore, “James becomes more vitriolic in his attack, pressing his addressees to
weep about upcoming disasters.”763 We “hear not an admonition to repent but a proclamation of
judgment that is surely coming.”764 While some have made the case that “both 4:13-17 and 5:1-6
address rich unbelievers . . . , and a few have tried to make both passages refer to believers, the
overall tone of the two passages and the content of James’s rebukes point to a different
understanding. While in the previous passage James encouraged a Christian group with the aim
of correcting their misbehavior, in this passage he attacks ‘the rich’ [hoi plousioi] without
offering them any redemptive options. Here the ‘come now’ [age nyn] of direct address most
likely exemplifies that figure of speech from rhetorical discourse known as ‘apostrophe’—
speaking to people who are not present, for the benefit of those who are. This way James’s
listeners will know the certainty of the coming demise of their oppressors.”765
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In previous passages James was “largely indebted to the wisdom tradition. Here, he shows a
closeness to the prophetic tradition.”766 Moo writes that the condemnation that James pronounces
is “issued in the tones of the OT prophets. Weep (klaiō) and wail (ololyzō, an onomatopoeic
word, sounding like what it describes) occur frequently in the prophets to depict the reaction of
the wicked when the day of the Lord arrives, although only here in the Greek Bible are they used
together. (See, for example, Isa. 13:6: ‘Wail, for the day of the LORD is near; it will come like
destruction from the Almighty’; cf. also, e.g., Isa. 15:3; Amos 8:3). In fact, ololyzō (‘wail’) is
found only in the prophets in the OT and always in the context of judgment (Isa. 10:10; 13:6;
14:31; 15:2-3; 16:7; 23:1, 6, 14; 24:11; 52:5; 65:14; Jer. 2:23; 31:20, 31; Ezek. 21:17; Hos. 7:14;
Amos 8:3; Zech. 11:2).”767
This biblical background “makes clear that the misery that is coming upon the rich refers not to
earthly, temporal suffering, but to the condemnation and punishment that God will mete out to
them on the day of judgment. The word for ‘misery’ in Greek is in the plural . . . probably
accentuating the degree of misery that will come with the judgment.”768 This “misery” is the
Greek noun talaipōria, which is related to the verb talaipōreō (“be wretched, lament”), found
back in 4:9. The noun can be “used of miseries in general, such as those connected to poverty or
mockery (Job 5:21; Pss 11:6; 39:3; 68:21; 87:19), but it is used predominantly in connection with
the miseries suffered by those who have resisted God [e.g., Pss 13:3; 139:6; Hos 9:6; Amos 3:10;
5:9; Mic 2:4; Joel 1:15].”769 Furthermore, the judgment and miseries that are coming are
“imminent, and evidence suggests this. First, James uses the verb erchomai (‘come’) and uses it
in the present tense, which makes the scene vivid. Second, 5:7-8 will indicate that ‘the coming of
the Lord is near.’ That verb was commonly used of judgment ‘coming upon’ sinners from the
hand of God, especially where the ‘Day of the Lord’ was mentioned (Luke 21:26; Acts 13:40).
The words of Zophar in the Septuagint of Job 20:28 illustrate the use of this term: ‘The
possessions of his house will be taken away completely when the day of wrath comes to
him.’”770
Verses 2-3 begin with the word ploutos, which is “used for any sort of wealth or treasure . . . .
The tendency of wealth to offer false security, and thus alienate humans from themselves, is
targeted by such NT passages as Mark 4:19; Matt 13:22; Luke 8:14; 12:21; 1 Tim 6:9. James
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ruthlessly exposes how fragile both wealth and its manifestations are.”771 Davids explains that
their “temporality is underlined by each of the three descriptions”:
(1) Their wealth . . . is spoiled. [The word sēpō, “rot,”] is a hapax legomenon in the NT
which properly means ‘to rot’ but expands to indicate general decay . . . . (2) Their
garments are moth-eaten; [the word sētobrōtos] is an NT hapax legomenon used in the
LXX only in Jb. 13:28, but the image is traditional (Pr. 25:20; Sir. 42:13; Is. 33:1; 50:9;
51:8). (3) Their gold and silver are rusted; [the word katioō], an NT hapax legomenon, is
used once in the LXX [Sir. 12:11]. 772 It is likely that the last two terms make specific the
more general first term, for money and garments are the traditional forms of wealth other
than land. . . . The garments which are food for moths and the money which is tarnishing
are not being used by their owner, and yet they could have been used by the poor. Thus
this passage comments upon Mt. 6:20, where Jesus contrasts the stored rusty and motheaten treasure with the lasting treasure which is in heaven when the goods are given in
charity. 773
Additionally, Blomberg and Kamell write that verse 3 “presents a puzzling image, because
technically gold does not rust. Many commentators assume James is referring to the common,
impure mixtures of metals that could at least easily tarnish. But the image may be deliberately
jarring and all the more powerful if it reflects the metaphorical meaning of becoming useless. In
other words, not even the gold, which the rich think they can count on to save them and provide
them with the security of wealth, will last to safeguard them.”774 Furthermore, the word
“rust” (ios) also “proves intriguing, because it can mean both rust and poison and venom (as in
3:8).775 In some ways the latter definition fits best with the flesh-eating fire of the second half of
the verse. Either way, James’s declaration sags under the weight of waste. These people have
retained so much unused wealth that even the untarnishable has tarnished in God’s eyes, and this
waste testifies against them. Unused wealth does the kingdom no good and condemns those who
refuse to use it for God.”776
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James says that this “rust/corrosion” will provide a “witness” or “testimony” (martyrion), and
this testimony will be hymin—literally, “to you,” but as a dative of disadvantage means “against
you.” The phrase “eat your flesh like fire” is an “image of God’s judgment. See the similarly
worded Jdt. 16:17: ‘Woe to the nations that rise up against my people! The Lord Almighty will
take vengeance on them in the day of judgment; he will send fire and worms into their flesh; they
shall weep in pain forever.’ Why does the transitory nature of their wealth spell doom for these
rich people? James does not make clear the logical connection, but we can easily infer it from
biblical teaching elsewhere. The very fact that they have accumulated so much suggests that
these rich people have been guilty of focusing on ‘earthly treasure’ at the expense of ‘heavenly
treasure,’ showing plainly just where their ‘heart’ really is (Matt. 6:19-21).”777 It may also be that
“people who hoard wealth are not only demonstrating utterly false priorities; they are also
depriving others of their very life. . . . As Calvin comments, ‘God has not appointed gold for
rust, nor garments for moths; but, on the contrary, he has designed them as aids and helps to
human life.’ In this sense, James may intend the decay of the goods described in vv. 2-3a to be
understood, at least in part, literally: the actual evidence of disuse will stand as a witness against
the rich.”778
Finally, James says that they have “laid up treasure in the last days.” On the phrase “lay up
treasure” (thēsaurizō), compare Jesus’ words in Matthew 6:19-20:
Do not lay up for yourselves treasures [thēsaurizō] on earth, where moth and rust destroy
and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures [thēsaurizō] in
heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal.
Regarding “in the last day,” Martin explains that the “point at issue is whether [en, “in/for”]
means that the last days are already here or that James is referring to a future day of judgment. In
line with other NT writers and in the light of his use of [en] (lit., ‘in’) it appears that James
reflects the belief that the last days have already begun to dawn upon the world (Acts 2:17; 2 Tim
3:1; Heb 1:2; 2 Pet 3:3; 1 John 2:18; Jude 18). Thus, the rich are laying up treasure in the last
days, which are imminent to the point of arrival. But James may be offering a specimen of irony
here . . . . The treasure in mind is not their vaunted riches but the misery that awaits them. While
they think that the wealth accumulated is held as a perpetual possession, they are vulnerable to
severe judgment because not only is such wealth temporary, but it is the witness whose testimony
condemns the rich.”779
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Verses 4-6
James’s accusation in verses 1-3 may have been “muted and somewhat indirect. Not so the
second: they have cheated their workers of their pay. James’s Look [or Behold] (Gk. idou) draws
attention to this accusation.”780 Verse 4 both “levels the charge against those rich who have
extorted, defrauded, and cheated their workers—in this case the day-laborers employed on an asneeded basis to help bring in the harvest (cf. Mt 20:1-16). It also provides comfort for the
suffering workers that God does see them and cares about their situation.”781 The traditional
reading of the verb “defraud” or “keep back by fraud” (apostereō) is replaced in some
manuscripts with the word “withhold” (aphustereō). Both make sense of the verse. The last word
is more rare, which often means it is more likely to be original, but the former reading is more
traditional, found in Malachi 3:5 in a similar context, and it is “precisely here James calls on
traditional language in its strongest forms.”782
Thus, James “paints a graphic two-part picture: in the first half of the verse it is the stolen wages
that cry out to heaven; not until the second half of the verse is it actually the cries of the workers
that reach heaven’s ears.”783 Davids writes that the “cry of the laborer, who would likely be
hungry from lack of money for food, is pictured as the cry of the wrongfully imprisoned wage, a
cry for vengeance (Gn. 4:10; 18:20; 19:13; Ex. 2:23; 1 Sa. 9:16 . . . Lk. 18:17; Rev. 6:9-10; [1
Enoch] 47:1; 97:5). To say that the cry ([boē], NT hapax legomenon) of those reapers has entered
the ears of the Lord Sabaoth [“Lord of hosts”], a phrase duplicated in Is. 5:9 LXX, where woe is
pronounced on those acquiring large estates . . . means that doom is imminent. For God to hear
the cry of the poor is for him to bring judgment on their oppressors (cf. Pss. 17:1-6; 18:6; 31:2;
Hermas Vis. 3.9.6.). The term ‘Lord Sabaoth’ used here can only heighten this sense by referring
to the majestic power of the prophetic God of Isaiah and the judgment which did follow his
prophecy. James is using traditional material to attack a traditional class of oppressors: whether
specific practices which withheld wages or the possession of large estates per se is in mind (cf.
Is. 5:7-9; Mk. 12:40; Lk. 20:47) one cannot determine. James sees injustice as part and parcel of
why the landowners have their wealth to treasure up: he knows that in these last days the
injustice is about to reap its doom.”784
In verse 5, a third “accusation comes from James: the rich live in luxury and pleasure. Such
ostentatious living in itself is not branded as evil, but the context of 5:5 strongly hints that
James’ description is meant to convey that such abundance is accompanied by an uncaring
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attitude for others.”785 Moo explains that James “uses two separate verbs to get his point across:
tryphaō and spatalaō.786 The former verb need not have a negative connotation; it occurs in Neh.
9:25 (LXX) to describe the ease of life that God granted the Israelites for their obedience in
conquering the land: ‘They ate to the full and were well-nourished; they reveled in your great
goodness’ (cf. also Isa. 66:11). But the cognate to this verb has a negative connotation in the NT
(Luke 7:25; 2 Pet. 2:13), and James clearly uses it here to depict a sinful, self-indulgent lifestyle.
The second verb is more exclusively negative. Its only other biblical occurrences are in 1 Tim.
5:6—‘But the widow who lives for pleasure is dead even while she lives’—and Ezek. 16:49,
where the people of Sodom are condemned for being ‘overfed and unconcerned’ and for not
helping ‘the poor and needy.’ The easily overlooked phrase on earth contributes to these negative
connotations, suggesting a contrast between the pleasures the rich have enjoyed in this world and
the torment that awaits them in eternity. Although the wording is not the same, a very similar
nuance occurs in Abraham’s words to the rich man in Jesus’ parable: ‘Son, remember that in your
lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but now he is
comforted here and you are in agony’ (Luke 16:25).”787
Thus, “during their ‘now’ the rich, opulent, and violent have reveled in luxury, luxuriated in
opulence, and fattened their hearts.788 Bounty is not necessarily bad; the deuteronomic theology
of blessing finds itself in words like these (cf. Neh 9:25; Isa 66:11). But in this context the words,
because the actions occur on the backs of the defrauded poor, denote the accumulation of good
and pleasures as a result of unloving, sinful pursuits (cf. Ezek 16:49; Josephus, Ant. 2:201; 1 Tim
5:6; Barnabas 10:3). . . . ‘You have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter’ recalls 5:3’s ‘You
have laid up treasure for the last days.’ 5:1-6 is laced up with the theme of the threat of judgment:
‘miseries that are coming to you’ (5:1), the perfect tenses of 5:2 and futures of 5:3, the certain
threat of judgment at the end of 5:3, the cries of the defrauded heard by the Lord of hosts in 5:4,
and now the ‘day of slaughter.’ Both judgment and especially the Day of the Lord are sometimes
called a ‘slaughter’ by the prophets [e.g, Obad 10; Zech 11:4, 7; Isa 30:25 34:2; Jer 12:3; 15:3;
19:6; 50:27; Ezek 7:14-23; 21:15; cf. Rev 19:17-21]. And the Jewish apocalypses often combine
warnings about riches and the final judgment.”789
James, then, uses an “‘end-time’ image to shape the significance of the ‘feeding’ image. Now
‘feeding the hearts’ becomes, by implication, equivalent to ‘stuffing’ or force-feeding an animal
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to fatten it for the slaughter.”790 It is possible that James refers to temporal judgment such as the
destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70,791 but Moo notes that “James seems to connect this day of
judgment with the parousia of the Lord (5:7); and that word becomes virtually a technical term
to denote the return of Christ in glory at the end of history. It is, therefore, far more likely that the
day of slaughter is a vivid description of the day of judgment. . . . James’s point then, as in v. 3,
is that the rich are selfishly and ignorantly going about accumulating wealth for themselves and
wastefully spending it on their own pleasures in the very day when God’s judgment is
imminently threatened. The ‘last days’ have already begun; the judgment could break in at any
time—yet the rich, instead of acting to avoid that judgment, are, by their selfish indulgence,
incurring greater guilt. They are like cattle being fattened for the kill.”792
Verse 6 reaches a climax, as James proclaims that they have condemned and murdered “the
righteous one” (ton dikaion). Because the word “righteous” is singular with the article in front of
it, there has been debate on who this “righteous one” is exactly. McKnight explains,
The most common view, the representative view, thinks the “righteous one” stands for
anyone who is righteous, that is, anyone who does God’s will. One can appeal to wellknown descriptions like those in Psalm 1 or Psalm 37. That the label “righteous one”
could apply to the obedient and compassionate in the messianic community is established
by the attention James gives to the importance of righteousness (1:20; 3:18) and to a true
understanding of justification (2:21, 23, 24-25) as well as by his use of this label in 5:16
for messianists.
A second view is that “the righteous one” is James, the Christian leader who is behind
this book and who was later called “the righteous [one].”. . . Others, however, go further
to point out that the noun is not only singular but also messianic and refers to Jesus
Christ, who is on three occasions in the New Testament called “the Righteous One” (Acts
3:14; 7:52; 22:14).793
However, Moo notes that nothing in the context prepares us for the introduction of Jesus, and the
context seems to demand a more general reference than a specific mention of James himself.
Thus, it is best to see the “righteous one,” along with most English versions, as the “typical
follower of God, experiencing persecution at the hands of the wicked rich.”794
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The word for “condemn” (katadikazō) derives from “forensic contexts: a sentence of
condemnation is given against someone for a crime [e.g., Matt 12:37] . . . . James’ use of the
courtroom image reminds us forcefully of 2:6, where the rich have dragged the poor into court
for the purpose of oppressing them (Davids, 179). Such ‘legal’ oppression—or judicial
murder . . .—was recognized already in Torah under the rubric of the ‘perversion of justice’ by
moving landmarks (Deut 19:14; 27:17), by refusing to return what was taken in pledge from the
poor (Lev 5:23-24; Deut 24:12-13), by the use of false weights and scales (Lev 19:35; Deut
25:13-16), or by the taking of bribes in making decisions (Exod 23:7-8; Lev 19:15; Deut
10:17-19; 16:18-20; 24:17; 27:19).”795
The “murder” James refers to here is “most likely judicial, whereby the wealthy landowners take
smaller, poorer indebted farmers to court, stripping them of their land and thus of their source of
income, and then hiring them back again to work their former property as sharecroppers. With
dirt-poor wages, unpaid debts might then lead their new landlords to throw them into debtors’
prison, where they could rot for the rest of their lives. In the Jewish world, to deprive a person of
their support was the same as murdering them.”796 He cites the apocryphal work Sirach, which
reads,
The bread of the needy is the life of the poor; whoever deprives them of it is a man of
blood. To take away a neighbor’s living is to murder him; to deprive an employee of his
wages is to shed blood. (Sir 34:21-22)
Other scholars agree. For example, Roger Omanson states that this “text in James, so similar in
thought to passages such as Sirach 34:21-22 and Wisdom of Solomon 2:6-24, is correctly
understood to mean that the wealthy have so exploited the righteous poor that the latter have no
way to support themselves.”797 And Robert Bratcher writes, “Living a hand-to-mouth existence,
the common hired hand had no reserves or savings upon which to fall back. Such withholding of
payment amounts to murder.”798
The last phrase of the verse, “he does not resist you,” has raised questions because it is a bit
anticlimactic. Some take it as a question. In this case, God could be the subject: “Does God not
oppose you?”799 Or the righteous person could be the subject: “Does he [the righteous person]
not resist you?” The answer would be, “Yes, he does; by calling for justice before God’s
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throne.”800 The common approach, however, is to take it as a simple statement, “He does not
resist you,” referring to the righteous person. One scholar writes, “The reaction of the innocent
person is noteworthy. No matter what the rich do, the innocent person does not retaliate – he
does not meet evil with evil. This surely is in accordance with the Gospel teaching of turning the
other cheek (Mt 5:39).”801 Thus, “James, ‘on a note of majestic pathos,’ concludes the paragraph
by reminding us that the righteous are helpless victims of the stratagems of the rich and
powerful.”802

General Scholarly Comment
Peter H. Davids
James moves form addressing the merchant class within his community to castigating the
landholding class which is clearly outside the community. The connection is the internal one that
both classes are led astray by the desire for wealth and perhaps also the external one of a
traditional link (e.g. [1 Enoch] 97:8-10). While the section has similarities to the warnings to the
rich in [other literature], the tone is quite different, for now it is not a parenetic tone, an
expostulating tone, or even a warning tone (e.g. the vernacular exhortation in 4:13-17), but a
sharp, cutting cry of prophetic denouncement. Their doom is coming; woe to them! Only two
pre-Jacobean traditions have this tone in their treatment of the rich: the apocalyptic tradition of
[1 Enoch] 94-96 and the sayings tradition in its Lucan form, i.e. Lk. 6:20-26. 803
Ralph P. Martin
The note that reverberates through this section is one of prophetic denunciation and reproof
against a background of divine retribution. The writer has already embarked on his tirade of
warning against the people whom he regards as godless and foolish (4:6-17). In setting before his
readers the perils to which they are exposed he has his sights trained on the sins of pride (vv
6-10, 16) and the defamation of fellow Christians (vv 11-12). He turns next to confront the
merchant classes whose cardinal mistake is that of presumption and pretended mastery over the
uncertainties of life (vv 13-17).
At 5:1-6 a new set of persons is addressed. They are the rich agriculturalists whose grievous sin
lies not in what they do to themselves but in how their misconduct affects others. This is a
distinct change of tack on the author’s part, however much the two sections (4:13-17; 5:1-6) may
share a common theme of the denunciation of folly. The essence of what he finds at fault with the
men of 5:1-6 is their possessive and selfish outlook regarding material goods and gains, the amor
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sceleratus habendi, “the accursed love of getting,” noted by Latin moralists. Paul has an analysis
of “covetousness” (pleonexia) that may well serve as a rubric under which James’ indictments
are to be placed. Pleonexia, best rendered “acquisitiveness,” is, Paul remarks, tantamount to
idolatry (Col 3:5). It is a disposition that turns our possessions into objects of false worship and
believes that wealth is an end in itself, to be sought and treasured as the summum bonum of life.
A person may be outwardly religious (like the claimant in 1:26; 2:16), yet if the desire for
material gain becomes the dominant and driving force in life, all pretensions are shown up as
hollow, since the worship of God and the seeking of his kingdom carry an exclusive demand.
“You cannot serve God and Money” (Matt 6:24, NEB).
. . . But merely to brand the desire for riches as a mark of insatiableness, while serious in all
conscience, is for James only the beginning. He is far more concerned with the social effects of
this craving and brings out as perhaps no other NT writer the way that the rich hurt not only
themselves but other people. He takes his stand with the weak and the poor, and sees the sad
train of what possessiveness leads to through their eyes. Moreover, as on other occasions in the
letter he places God on the side of the poor. He interprets social crimes as offenses that
contravene the divine law and so entail divine retribution. This is the logical outworking of the
justice of God, which may be regarded as the leitmotif of the entire epistle. 804
David P. Nystrom
Money poses a grave danger that the church ignores at its peril. As James warns us, the love of
money will garner judgment from God. Money has the potential to cause us to ignore God and to
become callous to the needs of our brothers and sisters, and it will result in judgment if we have
used wealth selfishly. The love of money has this power because we are so easily blinded to the
strength of its allure, and we ignore it to our peril.
The power and peril of wealth: We ignore God. James asks of us an important question:
Has our wealth blinded us to God? Has our desire for security and even excess so significantly
dulled our ears that we barely hear God’s voice? Is Ron Sider correct when he says that we are so
influenced by our culture that we must either ignore the call of Jesus, or else radically reinterpret
it?
. . . The power and the peril of wealth: We ignore our sisters and brothers. What would
James think of the way American evangelical churches and parishioners spend money? We spend
millions on new sanctuaries, sound systems, and Christian conferences for the family. We are
generally upper middle class, owning luxury cars, swimming pools, and the latest clothes. Are
these wrong, or do they merely indicate that a mid-point can be found and that greater balance is
needed? . . . James argues for faith as a “life of the heart,” which unsettles poise and insists on
our transformation. Do we use our wealth and influence for peace and justice? Do we care about
our brothers and sisters in Christ throughout the world? Do we allow the Holy Spirit and
Scripture to “unsettle” us and pursue the truth wherever it leads? If our eyes were “suddenly to
open,” what would we see? James has compared the sin of the landowners to the sin of Cain. It is
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a sin far more grievous than they had imagined. They were to weep and wail for the misery that
was about to befall them.
The power and peril of wealth: judgment. James pronounces a stern warning to the
wealthy. He does not condemn wealth as such. Rather, he condemns an attitude toward wealth
that deadens the wealthy towards others and causes them to live in excess even as their brothers
and sisters are in need. . . . James warns us that our bent to ignore God and others while enjoying
material goods and that our desire for money render us open to misery and judgment. The idea of
judgment in the New Testament is enormously complex; it includes both chastening judgment,
which has as its aim restoration (1 Cor. 11:32), and separation from God and eternal destruction
(John 3:19; Heb. 10:27). It is unclear which James has in mind, but neither is to be coveted. At
the very least the “misery” he imagines is the realization that the wealth and the material goods
in which we have trusted have turned; they have proved untrustworthy, having rotted before our
eyes. . . . James does not condemn riches per se, but rather the fact that the wealthy have not
sought to use their wealth to alleviate the sufferings of the poor. American evangelicals are
wealthy, satiated, and at ease. So the appeal of James resounds across the centuries to our ears.
We must open our eyes to the Scriptures and our ears to God, and we must prayerfully consider
how best to use our money. Our failure to act, says James, is a sin more grievous than we have
imagined.805
Luke Timothy Johnson
The final example of arrogance is the most blatant and evil (5:1-6). James devotes to it some of
his most vivid language, adopting once again the rhythms of the great social prophets of Israel,
who also had railed against the oppressive rich. He goes into much greater detail concerning their
behavior and the consequences they must face because of their behavior. What makes this attack
so distinctive is the way in which the two realities are artfully interwoven, providing a harshly
ironic dimension to virtually every statement.
The reader is startled by the energy and force of the opening: the rich are to “weep and wail”
over the miseries that are coming upon them (5:1). But rather than move to a depiction of those
miseries, James describes the fate of their wealth itself: it has become rotted, moth-eaten, rusted
(5:2). They had, according to the logic of envy, identified themselves with their possessions.
They have been willing to do anything to get more possessions, including fraud, violence, and
murder (5:6). They thought that by so doing they were building a nest egg for “their last days.”
And with bitter irony, James agrees: they have laid up a treasure for these last days (5:3), but
they are to be days of judgment, indeed of slaughter (5:5). And the very possessions in which the
rich had sought security most eloquently symbolize their own fate: their precious metals have
rusted, and “their rust will be a testimony against [them] and eat [their] flesh like fire” (5:3)!
The attitudes and actions of the rich perfectly exemplify the logic of envy and arrogance as
James sketched them in 3:13-4:6. We see that the rich devoted themselves to an exploitive
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relationship to the earth, living to fulfill their own desires for pleasure (5:5; compare 4:1). And to
enable this, they have been willing, in complete disregard for the law (see Lev 19:13), to deprive
their hired laborers of the wages that were owed them (5:4). Indeed, James’ language in 5:6
suggests the sort of judicial procedure mentioned in 2:6: the rich use the law courts to perpetuate
their fraud and “condemn” the poor. And consistent with the biblical tradition, James recognizes
that such fraud is a form of violence and murder: to deprive the poor of their wages is truly to
deprive them of the means of life: “to deprive an employee of his wages is to shed blood” (Sir
34:22).
Here is the logic of envy worked out in action, as James sketched it in 4:2: “you desire and you
do not have: you kill.” Here also is the ultimate arrogance: the rich assume the divine prerogative
to judge and do so unjustly (“you have condemned the righteous person”). They arrogate to
themselves the divine power to “save and destroy” and use it to destroy (“you have killed the
righteous person”).
Here then, also, James matches violence for violence, not from the side of the oppressed, but
from the side of the God who has “heard the cries of the laborers” (5:4). It is the willful denial of
this God’s power and authority that has enabled the rich to make “friends of the world” and
exploit its systems to their own pleasure. But form the perspective of faith, James asserts, even in
the face of experience, that God’s power is more real. The world is not a closed system available
to human control. It is an open system answerable to the God who creates it. And in contrast to
those who are “judges with evil designs” (2:4), this God judges without partiality and on the
basis of human deeds (2:12). The rich who have oppressed the poor will experience in their own
flesh how God opposes them (5:3, 6). They will discover indeed how “judgment is merciless to
the one who has not shown mercy” (2:13).806
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JAMES #14 ( 5 : 7 - 12 )
Introduction
In this passage, James urges patience and steadfastness in the face of suffering. He also
encourages his audience not to grumble against one another as they wait on God’s deliverance.
Though the Lord may be hidden at times, he is still at the door ready to judge. James commends
the prophets and Job as examples of endurance in times of pain and trouble. The text concludes
with a prohibition against oaths, a plea for truthful speech as James transitions into the final
section of the letter in the remaining verses of the book.

Overview
While in the “first two paragraphs of this general section of the letter [4:13-5:11], James
castigates people for arrogance and for abusing wealth and power,” things change in this
passage, and “James thereby signals his intention to focus explicitly on the attitudes that God’s
people need to adopt in light of a biblical perspective on this world and the coming judgment.
And James leaves us in no doubt about what he thinks the basic attitude must be. Note the words
‘be patient’ (makrothymeō) in v. 7 (twice) and v. 8; ‘patience’ (makrothymia) in v. 10;
‘endure’ (hypomeinō) and ‘endurance’ (hypomonē) in v. 11. In light of the soon return of Christ
as judge and deliverer (vv. 7, 8, 9), believers need to imitate the farmer (v. 7) and the prophets (v.
10) in displaying patience with their situation and with each other (v. 9) and to imitate Job in the
endurance of difficult circumstances (v. 11).”807

Structure
Different commentators understand the place of these verses in different ways. For example,
Peter Davids sees them as the beginning of the final section of the book, which he labels,
“Closing Statement 5:7-20.”808 Douglas Moo, on the other hand, includes verses 7-11 with the
previous verses in a section (i.e., 4:13-5:11). He considers 5:12-10 to be concluding exhortations.
Below are some commentary outlines that show how different interpreters understand how things
break down.
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Craig Blomberg and Mariam Kamell:
Trials and Temptations (4:13-5:18)
1. Planning apart from God’s Will (4:13-17)
2. Responding to Oppression (5:1-12)
a. Judgment Announced for the Oppressors (vv. 1-6)
b. Prophetic Patience Enjoined on the Oppressed (vv. 7-11)
c. Oaths Proscribed to Avoid Unrealistic Promises (v. 12)
3. Anointing Prayer for Serious Illness (5:13-18) 809
Peter Davids:
Closing Statement 5:7-20
1. Endurance in the test 5:7-11
2. Rejection of oaths 5:12
3. Helping one another through prayer/forgiveness 5:13-18 (health)
4. Closing encouragement 5:19-20810
Scot McKnight:
7. The Messianic Community and the Wealth (4:13-5:11)
7.1. The Sin of Presumption (4:13-17)
7.2. The Sin of Oppression (5:1-6)
7.3. The Messianic Community’s Response to the Wealthy (5:7-11)
7.3.1. First Exhortation to Patience (5:7)
7.3.1.1. Exhortation (5:7a)
7.3.1.2. Reason (5:7b)
7.3.2. Second Exhortation to Patience (5:8)
7.3.2.1. Exhortation (5:8a)
7.3.2.2. Reason (5:8b)
7.3.3. Exhortation about Speech (5:9)
7.3.3.1. Exhortation (5:9a)
7.3.3.2. Reason (5:9a)
7.3.4. Third Reason for Patience (5:10-11)
7.3.4.1. The Prophets (5:10-11a)
7.3.4.2. Job (5:11b)
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8. Concluding Exhortation (5:12-20)
8.1. Oaths (5:12)811

Ralph Martin:
Witnessing to Divine Providence (4:1-5:20)
1. Community Malaise and Its Antidote
a. False Hopes (4:1-10)
2. Community Problems
b. Godless attitudes (4:11-17)
3. Judgment on Rich Farmers (5:1-6)
4. Call to Patience (5:7-11)
5. Community issues: Oath-taking; Reactions to Trouble, Sickness, and Sins (5:12-18)
6. Final Words and Fraternal Admonitions (5:19-20)812
Douglas Moo:
The Worldview of Spiritual Wholeness: Understanding Time and Eternity (4:13-5:11)
A. Arrogant Planning Ignores God’s Providence (4:13-17)
B. Misusing Wealth and Power Brings God’s Judgment (5:1-6)
C. Patiently Enduring Trials Earns God’s Reward (5:7-11)813

Textual Notes
In verse 7, James “returns his attention to his immediate audience. Having just finished revealing
how the oppressive rich will undergo judgment and how God is aware of the cries of his faithful,
James calls his congregation to continue to persevere. He stresses his relationship to his audience
in this section, calling them ‘brothers and sisters’ [adelphoi] three times in four verses (vv. 7, 9,
10; cf. also v. 12).”814 The word “be patient” (makrothumeō) has “two nuances. Like James’s
more common verb ‘endure’ [hypomenō], this term calls his listeners to wait and not become
overly zealous, turning to violence to further the cause of Christ in the face of oppression. But
[makrothymeō] is not as passive as [hypomenō], for it also calls the believers under affliction to
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persevere and not give up despite the persecution. They must wait faithfully and patiently,
realizing that the Lord of vast armies does hear them and does see their suffering.”815
In the phrase “coming of the Lord” (tēs parousias tou kuriou), the word parousia literally means
“presence” but came to be associated with the “coming” of God. McKnight argues that “James
stands closer to Jesus than to Paul on what parousia means. In other words, it most likely refers
here to an imminent act of judgment”—the “act of God on earth in judgment against the
disobedient (oppressors) that entails, probably, vindication for the righteous, poor, and
obedient.”816 However, Moo and others argue that the “early Christians consistently used the
word to refer to the ‘coming’ of Jesus at the end of history to judge the wicked (e.g., Matt. 24:37,
39; 2 Thess. 2:8) and deliver the saints (e.g., 1 Cor. 15:23; 1 Thess. 2:19; 3:13; 4:15; 5:23). . . .
The frequency with which NT writers apply the language to the return of Christ suggests that
parousia quite early took on among the early Christians virtually a technical sense. James
certainly intends, and his readers would certainly have understood, the Lord’s coming to refer to
Jesus’ return as judge and savior.”817
Davids writes that “waiting for God to act is a long process (cf. 2 Peter 3!), so James gives his
readers an example of such patience from everyday life. ‘Behold,’ he says, using a strong
introduction to his example, the second of four uses of [idou] in this chapter (it appears only in
chaps. 3 and 5), ‘the farmer.’ The picture is that of the small farmer in Palestine, not the hired
laborers of 5:5 [ergatēs], who were often once small farmers and dreamed of yet owning land,
but who were either not the firstborn or had lost their land to large landholders due to hard times.
The small farmer plants his carefully saved seed and hopes for a harvest, living on short rations
and suffering hunger during the last weeks. The whole livelihood, indeed the life itself, of the
family depends on a good harvest: the loss of the farm, semistarvation, or death could result from
a bad year. So the farmer waits for an expected future event [ekdechetai]; no one but he could
know how precious the grain really is . . . . He must exercise patience no matter how hungry he is
[makrothymōn], for he waits with a view toward the coming harvest . . . . This patience must last
‘until he receives the early and late rain.’”818 Blomberg and Kamell explain that
The early and late rains were standard climatic features of the eastern half of the
Mediterranean basin, familiar to the readers. The early rain normally lasted from midOctober to mid-November, while the late rains spanned key portions of March and April.
Thus the two main harvest (and planting) seasons came in fall and spring. Farmers,
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however, hardly sat idle in between, but rather worked hard in weeding, hoeing,
fertilizing, and doing whatever they could to bring their crops to full fruition. James’s
analogy would have resonated deeply with his audience, many of whom were clearly
farmers.819
In verse 8, “James repeats the thought expressed in the opening of 5:7: ‘Be
patient’ [makromytheō]. The plural pronoun [hymeis, ‘you’] replaces ‘brothers’ of 5:7, but the
emphasis is the same. Thus, stylistically, the example of the farmer is placed between two
commands to be patient until the coming of the Lord. The idea of the nearness [implied in the
verb engizō, ‘be near, at hand’] of the Lord’s return keeps the tension of the endtimes before his
audience . . . and teaches his readers that their generation could be ‘the last.’”820 The verb engizō
is found other places in the NT in “similar eschatological contexts. Jesus proclaimed at the
beginning of his ministry that ‘the kingdom of God is near’ (Mark 1:15; cf. also Matt. 3:2; 4:17;
10:7; Luke 10:9, 11); and Paul (Rom. 13:12) and Peter (1 Pet. 4:7), like James reiterate the
‘nearness’ of the end events.”821
James tells his audience to “establish your hearts.”822 Blomberg and Kamell explain that “in the
LXX, this idiom of ‘strengthening the heart’ can mean ‘to gain physical strength, as for a journey
(Jdg 19:5, 8; Ps 103:15), or courage that comes from trust in the Lord (Ps 111:8), or firmness of
intention (Sir 6:37; 22:16; see also 1 Thess 3:13).’823 We do all this because of a constant
awareness of God’s imminence. James here refers not only to the return of Christ, to which the
term ‘coming’ [parousia] lends itself, but also to Jesus’ teaching regarding the kingdom of God.
The verb ‘is near’ [ēngiken] is in the perfect tense, an intensive use emphasizing the ongoing
result in the present. With that verb, James implies that the coming of the Lord already is near
because it has, over time, drawn near. But of course, this is nearness in God’s time, in light of
eternity (cf. Ps 90:4; 2Pe 3:8-9). From our earthbound perspective, we strengthen our hearts ‘to
keep hoping when the delay seems interminable,’ ‘to keep trusting when God’s timing seems
questionable,’ and ‘to keep working for righteousness when results seem meager.’”824
Verse 9 and its prohibition against grumbling may not at first appear to have much to do with its
context. But it is “connected to what precedes because the reason he gives is the imminence of
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God’s judgment (5:9b),” and it also “fits into the theme of perseverance, addressing a kind of
grumbling connected to the readers’ impatience.”825 The word stenazō, “grumble,”826 is not the
“more common word used of Israel’s grumbling in the wilderness against God (gongyzō), but the
LXX of Exodus 2:23-24 and 6:5 do use stenazō. Jesus sighed about a deaf man who also could
not speak well when he prayed for that man’s healing (Mark 7:34). Three Pauline texts use this
term for human yearnings for final redemption (Rom 8:22; 2 Co 5:2, 4). And Hebrews 13:17
exhorts leaders not to sigh over their congregation. What seems most relevant, though, is the use
of this term in the Old Testament for the human response of grumbling against both God and
fellow Israelites in the context of suffering, as in Job 24:12; Sirach 36:25; Ezek 21:6-7; and
Lamentations 1:8, 21.”827
James goes on to say that they are not to grumble so that they may avoid being judged. Johnson
writes, “The ‘law of freedom,’ which is also the ‘law of love,’ is the measure by which they are
to act and by which they are to be measured. The phrasing, in fact, resembles that in Matt 7:1
[‘do not judge so that you are not judged’]).”828 The reason why this “command is especially
important is that ‘the judge stands before the door.’ This idea is introduced by [idou], a stronger
particle than [gar] in calling attention to the reason . . . . That the judge, probably Christ in the
context of the parousia of 5:7, 8 . . . , who alone has the right to criticize the Christians (4:11-12)
and who will judge the complaining Christian (e.g. 1 Cor. 3:10-17; 2 Cor. 5:10), stands before
the door is an image, not of the place of judgment . . . , but of its imminence (Mk. 13:29 par. Mt.
24:33; Rev. 3:3, 20 . . . ). The nearness of the eschatological day is not just an impetus to look
forward to the judgment of ‘sinners’ and so stand fast in the faith oneself [makrothymeō], but it is
also a warning to examine one’s behavior so that when the one whose footsteps are nearing
finally knocks on the door, one may be prepared to open, for open one must, either for blessing
or for judgment. The coming Lord is also the judge of the Christian.”829
Moving into verses 10-11, James returns to the “topic of vv. 7-8, as he reinforces and illustrates
his exhortation to patience under duress.”830 James appeals to his audience to look to an
“example” (hypodeigma). “The use of examples, or a model of orientation, was and is
rhetorically effective and affective. Jeremiah, to take an example, saw himself as a negative
example, a laughingstock (Jer 20:7-9), and Ezekiel spoke of knowing the abominations of the
ancestors (20:4). Enoch was an example of repentance (Sir 44:16). Eleazar was a ninety-year-old
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example of fidelity and a ‘noble example of how to die’ (2 Macc 6:21-31). Jesus left an example
in footwashing (John 13:15), and 2 Peter says that Sodom and Gomorrah were an example of
what happens to the ungodly (2:6). And we have a lengthy lists as in Sirach 44-50’s list of
important figures in Israel’s history, 1 Maccabees 2:49-64’s list of the deeds of the ancestors, and
Hebrews 11’s list of those who lived the life of faith. A list of examples of zeal and envy as well
as nobility can be found in 1 Clement (chs. 4-6), which also urges Christians to ‘cling’ to such
examples (46:1;63:1).”831
Davids explains that “in calling them ‘prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord,’ James is
indicating that their suffering came from their service to God; he is not limiting his list to
exclude nonprophets, for the rubric would include all those who confessed their faith, from
Abraham through David to the Maccabean martyrs; cf. Heb. 11:32-38, which lumps such a group
together, and the explicit use of [kakopatheia] in 4 Macc. 9:8. The company of those who
suffered is blessed and forms the example for later Christian martyrs.”832
James continues in verse 11 with more analogies. “The first section of this verse discloses an
interesting irony: We are more than willing to call others blessed for enduring suffering, even
though we have no interest in undergoing it ourselves! . . . . Second Temple Jewish literature
expands on the suffering of Job, claiming that it lasted for many years before God restored him,
so that he becomes the prime exemplar of endurance. Indeed, perseverance is the only character
trait for which Job is explicitly praised in the Testament of Job. Whether his testing lasted months
or years, Job remains the prime biblical illustration of patience in trials. He did challenge God’s
justice, but he never gave up and cursed God, and in Job 42:7 God praises the way Job spoke.”833
McKnight also explains that while Job does not always seem patient in the canonical OT book,
Perhaps the evidence of the Jewish world suggests that it is the interpreted Job who is an
example for James. This is a central theme in the Testament of Job, and there are strong
parallels between that book (especially 33) and James. Thus, in Testament of Job 27:3-7
Satan admits defeat and his words tell the story: ‘So you also, Job, were the one below
and in a plague, but you conquered my wrestling tactics which I brought on you.’ And
then Job says to his children: ‘Now then, my children, you also must be patient in
everything that happens to you. For patience is better than anything.’ That text is almost
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certainly later than the book of James, but it does reveal that the theme of perseverance
was central to the perception of Job in the Jewish and Christian worlds.834
As Moo writes, then, “although Job did complain bitterly about God’s treatment of him, he never
abandoned his faith. In the midst of his incomprehension, he clung to God and continued to hope
in him (see 1:21; 2:10; 16:19-21; 19:25-27). . . . ‘Job’s is no groveling, passive, unquestioning
submission; Job struggled and questioned, and sometimes even defied, but the flame of faith was
never extinguished in his heart.’”835
Thus, James reminds his audience of Job’s steadfastness and goes on to say that “you have seen
the purpose [telos] of the Lord.” The word telos literally means “end” and can take the sense of
either termination or outcome/goal.836 There are two ways it is normally viewed here in James
5:11. It could indicate “the Lord’s ‘purpose’ or ‘goal’ in allowing these calamities to befall Job.
The other option is to view the term as describing the ‘outcome’ of Job’s life when his fortunes
were restored.”837 The ESV opts for the former translation, “purpose,” and Blomberg and Kamell
favor this as well, writing that “James does not leave us ignorant of God’s purpose, but explains
that it occurs in order that we might see his grace.”838 On the other hand, the NIV goes with the
idea of “end” or “outcome”: “You have heard of Job’s perseverance and have seen what the Lord
finally brought about.” Moo writes that both translations could work but in the end believes the
translation “end” is better, arguing that it “fits well with the overall message of the book of Job,
one of whose purposes is to show how Job’s integrity is rewarded in the end. And it also provides
a natural lead-in to the final clause of the verse: the good end that God brought about in Job’s
situation shows that The Lord is full of compassion and mercy.”839
Verse 12, as seen above, is set in different places within commentary outlines. Some put it at the
end of verses 7-12, and others put it at the beginning of the final verses of the book. Wherever it
is placed in the outline, the verse does have an independent feel about it. It begins with the
phrase pro pantōn, literally “before all” but meaning “above all.” There is discussion about why
James uses this phrase at this point. “The construction with pas (‘all’) is found in some
Hellenistic letters, usually in connection with the wish for health shortly before the final greeting
834
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[see also 1 Pet 4:8] . . . . The interpretive issue is whether the phrase has any significance beyond
that of an ‘epistolary cliché . . . . Is it a signal for the end of the letter—thus looking
forward . . . ? Or is being used to signal the importance of the prohibition against oaths—and
thus looking backward . . . ? If the latter is the case, a further question concerns the strength of de
[‘but/and’]: does James intend a contrast or a continuation, and if so, to what?”840
Some see it as a summation of James’s emphasis on right speech. One scholar argues that the
phrase indicates that “in terms of literary structure, James has lead his readers to this point of
climax” and that “‘above all else’ was intended to focus attention on the call for verbal integrity
which follows in Jas 5.12.”841 Johnson also believes “this statement on oaths appears to continue
the theme of speech started in 3:1-12 but now as applied directly to the community under
harassment.”842 Others, however, think this reads too much into the phrase. McKnight writes that
it is best not to see it as anything other than a “non-comparative, introductory expression with
very little logical power” and that the “more one stretches the power of ‘Above all’ the less one
can explain why oaths become suddenly so important to the letter.”843 Moo strikes a bit of a
balance, writing,
Similar phrases occur in the epistolary conclusions of other Hellenistic letters. And the
phrase may function similarly to the common [to] loipon (‘as to the rest,’ ‘finally’) that
Paul uses in his letter endings (see 2 Cor. 13:11; Phil. 3:1; 4:8; 1 Thess. 4:1; 2 Thess. 3:1;
1 Tim. 4:8). To be sure, the phrase that James uses here (pro pantōn) does not occur
elsewhere in the NT to introduce a letter conclusion; unless, indeed, the closest parallel, 1
Pet. 4:8, is an epistolary conclusion. For this reason, while taking the phrase as a literary
marker that signals the beginning of the conclusion of the letter, we can probably not
remove all contextual significance from the phrase. James wants to highlight this
prohibition—probably because he sees it as getting at the ultimate issue of personal
integrity.844
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James’s words here clearly reflect the teaching of Jesus in Matthew 5:34-37. “The similarity
between the two passages is striking when they are set side by side”845:
Matthew 5:34-37
“Do not swear at all,
either by heaven . . .
or by the earth . . .
or by Jerusalem . . .
Do not swear by your head . . .
Simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes’
and your ‘No,’ ‘No’;
anything beyond this
comes from the evil one.”

James 5:12
“Do not swear—
not by heaven
or by earth
or by anything else.
Let your ‘Yes’ be yes
and your ‘No,’ no,
or you will be condemned.”

Thus, here we have the “closest thing to a direct quote from the Jesus tradition in any text in
James. Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount likewise forbade oaths, commanding one’s affirmative
or negative statements to represent such a commitment to truth-telling that they can always be
taken at face value (Mt 5:34-37). Once again, Lev 19 also looms large in the background, as it
did for Jesus when he contrasted the Torah’s prohibition of swearing falsely with his insistence
not to swear at all. At the same time, these verses form part of a larger segment of the
“Antitheses” in Matthew (Mt 5:21-48), all of which need to be interpreted against their historical
and cultural horizons. Jesus probably had no intention of banning oath taking in a court of law,
for example. In context, the problem was the Pharisaic casuistry, in which one could swear by
something lesser than God himself and then claim that the oath was less binding (cf. also Mt
23:22). After all, in quite different contexts Paul called God to be his witness that what he said
was true, and he did so as part of inspired Scripture (2Co 1:23; Gal 1:20), while Hebrews stresses
that even God made oaths and swore by himself (Heb 6:13-18). In James’s context, the problem
appears to be rash or unrealistic vows that were often broken, thus impugning the oath taker’s
character and Christian witness. . . . Societies ultimately collapse when too many people lose
their verbal integrity, so Christians must remain at the forefront of those whose word can be
trusted unquestioningly.”846

General Scholarly Comment
Peter H. Davids
The first closing paragraph (5:7-11) calls upon the readers to exercise patience ([makrothymeō],
the root appears 4 times in the 5 verses, or [hypomonē], the root appears twice), resuming the
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theme first appearing in 1:2-4, 12. Patience, not resistance, is the virtue of the poor, for their
hope is the parousia. While waiting they must preserve community harmony (cf. 4:11-12; 3:1-18;
1:19-21), for the same one who will destroy the rich will also judge them. They can take courage,
however, from the stories they have learned about the suffering of the prophets (e.g. Hebrews 11)
and particularly Job, that generous succorer of the poor whose tale speaks of consummate
patience. God loves them and has not forgotten them.847
Luke Timothy Johnson
Whether James is responding to an actual life-setting of persecution that generated a hope for a
sudden and soon liberation for the oppressed and punishment for the wicked or he is in quite
different circumstances constructing this scenario as a literary exercise, the more important point
is what significance he attaches to the moment and what moral conclusions he draws for the
community inhabiting such a stressful situation.
The hope is real that God will oppose the wicked and reward the righteous. The first part of that
hope is expressed in 5:4-6; the second is asserted in 5:11, “we call blessed those who have
endured,” a statement that obviously recalls the macarism of 1:12: “blessed is the man who
endures testing because when he has been proven sound he will receive the crown of life that
[God] has promised to those who love him.” But before that hope is realized, the condition of the
community of faith remains one of suffering, a suffering more intense, it should be said, because
of the cognitive dissonance between the conviction that “God opposed the arrogant” and the
experience that the arrogant condemn and murder the righteous ones. God will take care of the
future; but how should the community act in this in-between time? James’ fundamental
exhortation is placed in 5:8: “strengthen your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is near.” As we
have seen throughout, the language of the “heart” expresses human disposition . . . . Now James
enjoins on the entire community that they “establish/strengthen” their hearts in the proper
perception of reality—the Lord is approaching to judge—and the proper behavior that follows
from that perception.
Positively, they are to “be patient” (5:7). . . . They are not simply to endure their suffering; they
are to adopt the same attitude toward their oppressor that the judge does, who waits for the
proper time of intervention. The readers, in a word, are not to usurp God’s functions in violent
retaliation for the violence done them. Nor are they to “grumble against each other” (5:9). The
classic ploy of oppressors is to divide in order to conquer; the constant temptation of those
oppressed is to turn on each other in abuse. . . . James reminds the readers, indeed, that they can
also “fall under judgment,” which lies so close at hand (5:9). They are to strive, rather, as the
succeeding instructions will make clear, to create a community of solidarity that alone can
effectively resist, with its peaceful cooperation, the insidious effects of oppression from outside.
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Finally, James commands them to “take as an example” the prophets who spoke in the name of
the Lord (5:10). By so doing, he not only taps into a pervasive self-understanding of early
Christianity, but also strengthens his readers’ understanding of themselves as a prophetic
community whose “friendship with God,” expressed by solidarity with each other, stands as a
witness—and often a suffering witness—against those “friends of the world” who seek to
eliminate the other through competition and violence. . . . James proposes as his last model for
imitation from Scripture the “prophet” Job (5:11). . . . Although part of what the readers are to
take as an example is the “endurance” they have heard about in Job, the most important lesson is
to be learned from the way the book of Job turned out: God rewarded the one who, despite his
suffering, stayed loyal to God. The exact translation of telos kyriou in 5:11 is difficult, but
certainly the phrase at least contains the sense that in the suffering of the righteous one, God is
working purposefully. In the context established by James, the readers are to grasp that the
judgment so to be dreaded by the wicked as a day of slaughter is to be one anticipated by the
righteous as a day of “blessedness” (5:11), when the “crown of life” will be given to those who
love God (1:12), because the God who creates, sustains, reveals, saves, and, yes, judges, is “rich
in compassion and is merciful” (5:11).848
David P. Nystrom
James concentrates on two teachings here. (1) Patience is important because it allows for
Christian growth in the midst of difficult times. (2) We should not judge others, even if they are
the source of the difficulties we face. Both of these have applications in our lives. Patience.
James argues for patience because he wants us to wait for the Lord’s coming, and as was the case
with Job and the prophets, our character is forged on the anvil of difficulty. It is not surprising
that eschatological teaching should be found in close correspondence with teaching concerning
patience during difficulties, because “eschatology arises out of the clash between faith in a
benevolent purpose of God and the harsh facts of a ruthless world.”849
People in times of trouble naturally hope for release, and there is no doubt that many of the early
Christians hoped for release from this world in the form of Christ’s return. Certainly a variety of
events in that first century created a burgeoning of eschatological excitement in each weary
breast. Palestine knew “wars and rumors of wars,” as Jesus had predicted (Mark 13:7), which
had their devastating appearance in the Jewish war of A.D. 66-70. . . . But James uses the
language of eschatology in order to prepare his readers for spiritual growth. Within the history of
Christian spirituality, difficult circumstances (a) are considered a normal and necessary part of
the process of spiritual growth, (b) require a certain attitude in order to be dealt with most
effectively, and (c) bear certain results.
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. . . Do not judge. James has already provided teaching on the question of passing judgment
(4:11-12), but he does so here again. He warns the poor against taking judgment, even righteous
judgment, into their own hands, because the wealthy who have been their oppressors are also
their brothers and sisters in Christ. The call of James is to love these brothers and sisters in the
concrete, not just in the abstract. This is no light task. Eric Hoffer, the San Francisco
longshoreman-philosopher made famous in the 1960s, once observed, “It is easier to love
humanity than to love your neighbor.”
One of the striking issues in this passage is that the wealthy who have exploited the poor have
not even asked for forgiveness, and yet James urges the poor to forgive. This is one of the most
difficult issues that faces a human being. . . . A murderer who confesses and seems to display
signs of remorse moves us, generally, to the serious consideration of leniency. After all, we all
have erred, we all have had irrational impulses, and we all can, perhaps, imagine ourselves in a
similar position. But a remorseless criminal earns our hatred and our irrational fear, for we
cannot conceive of such a brazen and indifferent attitude. So it is with these wealthy in James
5. . . . In such cases it is usual for the wronged and maligned to desire some measure of
vengeance, but James forbids it. To demand vengeance is to be guilty of the very crime
committed against them.
. . . James says that God does not wish us to condemn one another. Behind this statement stands
another reason, namely, that we can too easily become guilty of the same sins ourselves. We are
to be patient and refrain from condemnation, for each is a necessary ingredient for the spiritual
journey to which James calls us. To condemn is to sink to the level of those who perpetrate
wrong. To endure with patience is to set one’s feet on the path to spiritual maturity.850
Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell
One might have expected the purveyor of such fiery invective to proceed to champion all-out
class warfare on these wicked bourgeoisie. Instead, at first glance, it would appear that James
remains completely passivist, if not pacifist! In essence, “just wait, be patient, stand firm, don’t
complain.” It is true that a tenacious endurance does dominate the response James desires from
his churches in this paragraph.
But two qualifications prove crucial. First, James can take this tack because of his theodicy—his
solution to the problem of evil. Christ is coming back, he is coming back soon (at least from
God’s perspective), and he will wreak vengeance on the wicked—with absolute justice and
equity—something sinful mortals could never do and therefore should not try to do! For a similar
blessing on those who wait and endure until the end, see Da 12:12. The most important NT
background text is the Olivet Discourse, especially Mt 24:33, in which Christ stands near, at the
very door, about to return and usher in judgment.
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. . . The second qualification that demonstrates James is no passivist appears in vv. 10-11. He
may never condone violent resistance, but he offers two bizarre models if his point is nothing but
quiet acceptance of oppression—the prophets and Job! What is more, he calls special attention to
the prophets’ divinely inspired speech. Old Testament prophetic rhetoric with respect to injustice
was always blunt and denunciatory. While Yahweh’s prophets did not usurp God’s role in
enacting vengeance on the unjust, they certainly made clear God’s displeasure and coming
judgment, even if they had to rebuke monarchs in the process! Job’s endurance, too, was scarcely
quietist. From his finite perspective, he correctly perceived (unlike all his “friends”) that he had
done nothing to deserve this intense suffering, and he demanded that God explain himself. When
God finally did speak, Job responded with appropriate humility.
Thus James adopts a middle ground between the revolutionary Zealots and the monastic Essenes
of his day. Like Job, the prophets, and Jesus before him, he calls on believers to fight injustice
through wise speech. Both physical separation from and physical attack against the fallen world
prove misguided. God can be trusted to right all wrongs, in his perfect timing, because he is
merciful and compassionate (cf. Ex 34:6; Ps 103:8; 111:4). But God’s people are called to warn
others of this impending judgment of evil and vindication of the righteous.851
Ralph P. Martin
The two-beat rhythm of biblical faith includes the bringing together of the related concepts of
divine reckoning and divine recompense. These foci of the ellipse are evident as James carries
forward the teaching in 5:7-11. Up to v 6 the emphasis has been on the Day of the Lord as the
day of retribution that awaits the godless farmers and their selfish and indulgent pursuits. The
farm laborers are the hapless victims whose voices cry to high heaven (5:4). The tale of these
verses is one of unmitigated evil, with serious miscarriages of justice and mounting crime adding
to the dismal picture. With v 7 James faces an issue that the OT saints have wrestled with ever
since the time of Habakkuk, Jeremiah, the psalmists (e.g., Pss 37, 49, 73), and Job. Why do the
righteous suffer? is a question that in our pericope becomes the more urgent and practical query.
In time of distress and personal loss, as when wages are withheld and cruel oppressors apparently
succeed in their murderous plots (v 6), what can godly believers do? The honest answer is that
usually they can do very little—except wait and hope for better days to come. This attitude is not
to be construed as stoical fatalism or pious resignation; rather it is offered as a call to endurance
(the key word in vv 5-11).
Endurance (hypomonē) in this context is to be understood in the same way as in 1:2-5, 9, 12, 19;
4:6, 8, 10, where James sets it against the background of God’s sovereign control of events and
the need to wait for him to act in his own time and way. It is a rugged determination not to
renounce one’s faith and not to fall out of the race. Moreover it is an activity demanding
strenuous courage and firm fortitude, once we are persuaded that our lives are in God’s hands
even though outward circumstances seem to overwhelm. Above all, if Job’s example is to be
851

!

Blomberg and Kamell, James, 234-35.

237

reckoned (v 11) along with the prophets’ experience (v 10), then there is a natural human
reaction to be questioning and sometimes petulant—but never to the point of losing faith or
turning away from God. And there is no point in trying to attach the blame for our present
miseries to other people, as evidently was the case in James’ community (v 9).
Part of the ability to endure is the long-term prospect with which the eye of faith is gifted. The
agrarian illustration of the farmer is chosen to enforce this point (v 7). Perhaps as a deliberate
counterpoint to that of the unjust farmers of vv 1-6, the case of the patient tiller of the soil is
brought out to stress the need for waiting in hope. Harvest is never produced except by the
natural processes of sowing, germination, and slow growth. Only the farmer who respects natural
laws, as understood in James’ day, will rejoice at harvest home. . . . A second factor is
eschatological. The buoyancy of faith is sustained by the hope of a Parousia, a term twice
repeated (vv 7, 8). How James envisaged the Lord’s coming is not spelled out, but it may be safe
to conclude that, in the light of the OT promise of a coming Day of Yahweh, the judgment on
Israel’s foes would imply the deliverance and regathering of Yahweh’s people.
. . . The two ideas of patient steadfastness and confident expectation need to be set in equipoise
and viewed together. In a sense each stresses a different aspect of the Christian’s hope in every
age and especially in time of stress and storm. We need the reminder of patient endurance lest we
(like some of James’ readers) are tempted in premature or precipitate activity to do God’s work
for him in our way; we require equally an optimistic outlook that waits for God to intervene even
when the scene is dark and forbidding. Patience is not quietism, just as expectancy is not
fanaticism. Christian eschatology has swung between these polarities; the observant reader of
James’ counsel will seek to find the truth not in one or other extreme, but in both.852
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JAMES #15 ( 5 : 13 - 20 )
Introduction
This final passage in James is often considered the conclusion to the letter, “even though it reads
more like the last topic of the letter body than a standard epistolary closing”853 and “meanders
pastorally” within the confines of a specific subject.854 The first six verses focus on prayer in all
circumstances and the power it holds, especially prayer for someone who is very ill. The final
two verses conclude the epistle with an exhortation to care for one another’s souls by turning the
straying sinner back to the road of life.

Overview
An encouragement to pray is “typical of the concluding sections of NT letters. Also typical of
Hellenistic letters in general is a concluding ‘health’ wish. James combines the two by
encouraging prayer especially for physical ailments. Prayer is clearly the topic of this paragraph,
being mentioned in every verse. James commends it to the individual believer, in the very
different kinds of circumstances that he may face (vv. 13-14), and to the community as well (v.
16a). And he encourages such prayer by underscoring the powerful effects of prayer that flow
from a righteous heart (vv. 16b-18). . . . The opening question of the paragraph, Is any one of you
in trouble?, is lexically tied to the reference to the prophets’ ‘suffering’ in v. 10. James thus
brings us full circle at the end of his letter, back to the ‘trials of many kinds’ that he introduced as
a basic community problem in 1:2.”855
When we come to verses 19-20, James does not conclude with “greetings and benedictions
typical of epistolary endings, but with a summons to action. This kind of ending is more typical
of the more ‘formal’ NT letters that read like published sermons; 1 John is an especially close
parallel. James’s letter has been full of specific rebukes and commands. Indeed . . . there are
more imperative verbs per word in James than in any other NT book. So it is fitting that he
would in the end turn to the community with an encouragement to intervene on behalf of fellow
Christians who may be having difficulty with the spiritual matters that James has been
discussing.”856
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Structure
There are slight variations in the commentaries on where this concluding section of James begins
and how to break it up. For example, Douglas Moo and Luke Timothy Johnson have the final
section as 5:12-20,857 while Ralph Martin separates 5:12-18 from 5:19-20.858 See below for
various commentary outlines, beginning with Craig Blomberg and Mariam Kamell:
Trials and Temptations (4:13-5:18)
1. Planning apart from God’s Will (4:13-17)
2. Responding to Oppression (5:1-12)
3. Anointing Prayer for Serious Illness (5:13-18)
Closing (5:19-20)859
Peter Davids:
Closing Statement 5:7-20
1. Endurance in the test 5:7-11
2. Rejection of oaths 5:12
3. Helping one another through prayer/forgiveness 5:13-18 (health)
4. Closing encouragement 5:19-20860
Scot McKnight:
8.2. Prayer and Healing in the Community (5:13-18)
8.3. Three Ecclesial Conditions and Three Responses (5:13-17)
8.3.1. Suffering and Prayer (5:13a)
8.3.2. Cheerfulness and Songs of Praise (5:13b)
8.3.3. Sickness—Summon the Elders (5:14)
8.4. The Need for the Prayer of Faith (5:15A)
8.5. The Promise of Forgiveness (5:15B)
8.6. The Exhortation to Confession (5:16A)
8.7. The Need for Righteous Persons to Pray (5:16B-18)
8.8. Communal Restoration (5:19-20)
8.8.1. The Restorer’s Task (5:19)
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8.8.2. The Results of Restoration (5:20)861

Ralph Martin:
Witnessing to Divine Providence (4:1-5:20)
1. Community Malaise and Its Antidote
a. False Hopes (4:1-10)
2. Community Problems
b. Godless attitudes (4:11-17)
3. Judgment on Rich Farmers (5:1-6)
4. Call to Patience (5:7-11)
5. Community issues: Oath-taking; Reactions to Trouble, Sickness, and Sins (5:12-18)
6. Final Words and Fraternal Admonitions (5:19-20)862
Douglas Moo:
CONCLUDING EXHORTATIONS (5:12-20)
A. Avoid Oaths (5:12)
B. Prayer and Healing (5:13-18)
C. A Concluding Summons to Action (5:19-20)863

Textual Notes
In verse 13, James “changes abruptly from the trials of riches and poverty to those of illness and
sin. In doing so, he returns to his earlier discussions on prayer. This verse provides a general
introduction to this section, highlighting the two extremes of suffering and joy and outlining the
appropriate responses.”864 His “exhortation to pray in vv. 13-18 stands out among similar such
requests at the end of NT letters (Rom. 15:30-32; Eph. 6:18-20; Phil. 4:6; Col. 4:2-4; 1 Thess.
5:17, 25; 2 Thess. 3:1-2; Heb. 13:18-19) for its detail and length. The heading for the section, in
v. 13, is similar to Paul’s exhortations ‘pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers
and requests’ (Eph. 6:18), and ‘pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances’ (1 Thess.
5:17-18a). James, however, breaks down ‘all circumstances’ into two contrasting situations.”865
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The verse is made up of two questions, each followed by a command: “Suffering? Pray. Happy?
Sing praise” (with another in the next verse: “Sick? Call the elders and let them pray”).
The word for “suffer” is kakopatheō and does not refer to “illness, but physical circumstances or
personal situations that cause the person distress. In other words, the inner experience of having
to endure misfortune is indicated more than a specific form of misfortune.”866 At the same time,
if one is “in good spirits [euthymeō], i.e. joyful or of good courage even if the external situation
looks poor [cf. Acts 27:22, 25, where the word is also used], one should also not forget God.
Rather, one should sing and praise God.”867 The word for “sing praise” is psallō, which “appears
56 times in the LXX; originally indicating a song with string accompaniment . . . , it generalized
to indicate any song of praise.”868 Davids continues, “This instruction fits with the NT theme of
private and public praise (1 Cor. 14:15; Eph. 5:19; cf. Col. 3:16), which was expressed in either
rational forms or ‘spiritual’ forms. James, then, wants God remembered in all situations, good as
well as bad.”869
In verse 14, James, after moving from bad (suffering) to good (happy), now moves back to bad
again, asking if anyone is sick (astheneō). The word astheneō can mean one of two things: (1)
“to suffer a debilitating illness, be sick,” or (2) “to experience some personal incapacity or
limitation, be weak.”870 McKnight explains that the “word translated ‘sick’ is a general term
denoting physical, spiritual, or mental weakness and can even describe someone on the verge of
death (e.g., John 4:46; 11:1-3; Acts 9:37; Phil 2:26-27). Jesus healed the sick (Matt 10:8; Luke
4:40), and exhorted his followers to tend to the sick (Matt 25:36). John 5:3 shows how general
and encompassing this term can be: ‘In these lay may invalids—blind, lame, and paralyzed.’ In
this text, while ‘invalids’ might be too strong of a term, we see that ‘blind, lame, and paralyzed’
are specifications of being ‘sick’ (Greek astheneō). Furthermore, it can describe those who are
frail and needy (Acts 20:35) or aging (Rom 4:19). Furthermore, this term is connected to the
strength of one’s faith and courage to persevere in the New Testament (1 Cor 8:11-12; 2 Cor
11:21, 29).”871
Thus, “one is entitled to ask what kind of weakness is in view and just how sick James thinks this
person might be. These factors deserve consideration: first, the situation is serious enough to
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summon the elders; the sick person will be anointed with oil; and the words ‘save the sick’ and
‘raise them up’ describe the effects of the healing. Furthermore, this third condition provokes
James to mention not only elders and anointing but also the need for strong faith and righteous
people praying for the person. This evidence suggests this person is seriously and physically ill,
perhaps near death, though the terms are expansive enough that they might include a number of
issues.”872 Similarly, Blomberg and Kamell highlight five points that “imply how serious an
illness James is here discussing, suggesting that this sick person is bedridden and potentially
helpless even to pray for him- or herself: (1) the elders are called to the sick person; (2) the
elders do all the praying; (3) the person is called ‘worn out’ or ‘exhausted’ in v. 15 [kamnō]; (4)
the faith is also that of the elders, not of the sick person; and (5) the elders pray ‘over’ the person
as if that one were confined to a prone position.”873
On the anointing with oil in this verse, James does not specify its significance, which “likely
indicates that it was common ground between author and audience.”874 However, because James
is silent on the subject, scholars debate the precise meaning. “The practice is mentioned only one
other time in the NT: Mark says that the Twelve ‘drove out many demons and anointed many
sick people with oil and healed them’ (6:13). Unfortunately, Mark gives no more of an
explanation for the anointing than does James.”875 Moo goes on to explain that “interpretations
can be divided into two main categories, with subdivisions in each”:
1. A Practical Purpose
a. Medicinal
Oil was widely used in the ancient world both as a skin conditioner and as a
medicine. A NT example is Luke 10:34, which describes the good Samaritan as
coming to the aid of the man who had been beaten and robbed . . . . We might
suppose that James is urging the elders to come to the bedside of the sick armed
with both spiritual and natural resources—with prayer and medicine. . . .
b. Pastoral
As a different kind of practical purpose, others suggest that the anointing may
have been intended as an outward, physical expression of concern and as a means
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to stimulate the faith of the sick person. Jesus sometimes used physical props in
his healings, apparently with just such a purpose.
2. A Religious Purpose
a. Sacramental
A sacramental understanding of this practice arose early in the history of the
church. On the basis of this text the early Greek church practiced what they called
the Euchelaion (a combination of the words euchē, “prayer,” and elaion, “oil,”
both used in this text), which had the purpose of strengthening the body and soul
of the wick. The Western church continued this practice for many centuries, as
well as using oil for anointing on other occasions. Later, the Roman church gave
to the priest the exclusive right to perform this ceremony and developed the
sacrament of extreme unction (in A.D. 852). This sacrament has the purpose of
removing any remnant of sin and of strengthening the soul of the dying (healing is
considered only a possibility). . . . Anointing may be mandated by God as a
physical element through which he works the grace of healing in the sick believer.
b. Symbolic
Anointing frequently symbolizes the consecration of persons or things for God’s
use and service in the OT. Typical is Exod. 28:41 . . . . The same usage is
continued and expanded in the NT, where anointing is often a metaphor for
consecration to God’s service (Luke 4:18 [= Isa. 61:1]; Acts 4:27; 10:38; 2 Cor.
1:21; Heb. 1:9 [= Ps. 45:7]). If James has this background in mind, then he would
be recommending that the elders anoint the sick person in order vividly to show
how that person is being set apart for God’s special attention in prayer.876
Moo opts for a “physical action with symbolic significance.”877 Thus, “as the elders pray, they
are to anoint the sick person in order to symbolize that that person is being set apart for God’s
special attention and care. Calvin, Luther, and other expositors think that the practice of
anointing, along with the power to heal, was confined to the apostolic age. But such a temporal
restriction cannot be established. James’s recommendation that regular church officers carry out
the practice would seem to imply its permanent validity in the church. On the other hand, the fact
that anointing a sick person is mentioned only here in the NT epistles, and that many healings
were accomplished without anointing, shows that the practice is not a necessary accompaniment
to the prayer of healing.”878
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Mark Seifrid summarizes the subject of anointing the sick well:
In the case of the anointing of the sick, our cultural distance from the text and the
difficulties of interpretation have contributed to our reticence to appropriate James’s
instructions. All too often, the passage has been misused to reject medical care or to claim
that God will heal all our illnesses here and now. These abuses of the text should not
hinder us from using it rightly. The practice that James enjoins has its primary
background in the authority Jesus gave to his disciples to proclaim the kingdom, cast out
demons, and heal in his name. Mark’s Gospel reports that in carrying out their
commission the twelve, “anointed many who were sick with oil and healed them” (Mark
6:13). Undoubtedly the disciples’ procedure had its roots in the common practice in the
ancient world of anointing with oil for medicinal purposes. In this respect, their approach
to healing differed from
Jesus, who, according to the Gospels, never employed oil in his healings. He rather
merely spoke a word, simply touched his subjects, or applied his spittle (or a clay made
from his spittle). The difference in the manner of healing likely signals Jesus’ unique
authority. His word or touch is sufficient to heal. His use of substances that would
otherwise bring religious pollution marks him as standing above religion. The disciples,
on the other hand, conform to the contemporary practice of anointing with oil for healing.
Jesus’ implicit acceptance of their action signifies that he does not intend for them to
reject the human arts of healing. The same conclusion applies to the passage from James
with which we are concerned. His instructions are not to be construed as a prohibition
against seeking medical
treatment.
That is not to say that the disciples performed a mere medical procedure or that James
envisages the elders of the church practicing medicine alongside prayer. The disciples’
anointing of the sick took place under Jesus’ authority. Its healing virtue did not rest any
longer in the application of oil, but in the word of the One who had sent them forth.
Medicine is not rejected here, but it is transcended. In the disciples’ mission, anointing
with oil became a visible sign of the healing that Jesus himself brings in his
announcement of the kingdom. The same conclusion obviously applies to the passage in
James. The
elders are to anoint the one who is sick “in the name of the Lord,” that is, by the authority
of Jesus Christ (James 5:14). The practice of anointing appears as a continuation
of the commission that Jesus formerly gave to his disciples. The healing promised in the
name of the risen Lord stands in continuity with Jesus’ own healings and manifests the
kingdom of God that he proclaimed. 879
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Verse 15 makes the “bold claim that if we pray in faith, God will heal the person for whom we
pray. The verbal roots for ‘sick’ [kamnō] and ‘raise up’ [egeirō] can be used for both physical and
spiritual afflictions and their cures, but in the context of anointing most likely refer at least
primarily to physical illnesses. ‘Raising up’ thus refers to their getting out of bed after they are
well again.”880 Blomberg and Kamell continue,
The promise of healing for the sick offers a much needed corrective for those of us who
have trouble praying boldly, for we fear or even assume that God will not do what we ask
of him. Instead, we ought to pray boldly, believing that he is a God of power and love and
that he listens to the prayers of his people. A necessary caveat, however, requires us to
remember that he chooses how and when he heals, as Paul lays out clearly in 2Co
12:8-10, and that complete healing never occurs in this life. In fact, every other time
James uses “save” [sōzō], it refers to spiritual salvation. While this passage most likely
refers to physical healing, we must remember that ultimately God is more interested in
eternal, spiritual life than temporal, physical health.
Somewhere in our prayers we must find a balance between never expecting God to heal
and requiring him to heal on demand. Trying to identify an exact definition of the “prayer
of faith” is perplexing, but perhaps the best explanation appears already in 1:5-8, where
we are instructed to pray “with the confident expectation that God will hear and answer
the prayer.”881 Still, these commands also assume the proviso of 4:15 in which everything
for which we hope remains contingent on God’s will. Thus Keith Warrington concludes
that “the prayer of faith is best identified as knowledge of God’s will for a particular
situation when no scriptural guidance is available.”882 Warrington nevertheless recognizes
that such a knowledge of God’s will is often absent, in which case we are still to pray, but
in a way that acknowledges God’s right to supersede our desires.883
The second half of the verse “reveals a very common connection made in the ancient world:
sickness derives from sinfulness. Standing tall to the point of dominating the deuteronomic
history are Deuteronomy 28, Leviticus 26-27, and 2 Kings 17. The correlation of sickness with
sin and health with covenant faithfulness shapes the core of the Old Testament and of Israel’s
identity and consciousness. It worked its way in to the mind of the entire nation and of each
person (e.g., Deut 28:21-22, 27-29; Ps 38:3; Sir 18:19-21; 28:15). ‘Health, fertility, and long life
are promised as blessings for covenantal obedience, while disease, plagues, incurable illnesses,
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infertility, and premature death are threatened as curses for breaches of covenant.’884 . . . The
same connection is found in the New Testament. Jesus said as he healed a paralyzed man, ‘Son,
your sins are forgiven,’ and this implies that the paralysis was the result of sin (Mark 2:5; cf.
John 5:14). Paul knows that some are sick at Corinth because of sin (1 Cor 11:30). And John
9:2-3 asks the question behind all this and offers an alternative: ‘Neither this man nor his parents
sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.’ Job at some level
deconstructs a superficial deuteronomic theology, as does John 9:2-3 from a different angle. The
instinct was there, and the principle was in place: sickness correlates with sin, health with
faithfulness. But not always. Sometimes there is another explanation, not the least of which in
James is oppression (see Matt 25:36; Jas 2:1-4, 14-17; 5:1-6). But this does not prevent the
instinct nor eliminate the principle.”885
Mark Seifrid also writes, “It is worth remembering that in the biblical understanding, sickness
and death are the result of our fallen state. Not every affliction that comes to us is the result of
particular transgressions, but all illness ultimately derives from our sinfulness.”886 In this
passage, James is not certain that the illness described is from specific sin, or “he would have
used the indicative; instead, he uses the subjunctive in a periphrastic construction. I would
translate: ‘And if he be a person who is in the state of having sinned.’ It is possible that the
illness is sin-induced; it is possible that it is not. What James says is that if the sickness is from
sin, the sin ‘will be forgiven.’ James combines the sick person’s requesting the elders—a sign in
and of itself of need and faith in Christ—the elders’ prayer and anointing, the prayer of faith,
and, as the next verse will clarify, confession of sin. This leads to the sick person’s forgiveness,
itself sometimes a trigger of healing (Mark 2:5; Matt 8:16-17), and healing, itself an indication of
forgiveness.”887
Verse 16 clarifies that the “forgiveness of sins comes in a context of confession. His flow of
thought here makes us wonder whether the illness under discussion comes as a direct result of
unconfessed sin. As just noted, however, the third-class condition of the previous verse precludes
the allegation that all sickness results from personal sin. Communal confession of sin, however,
remains important for the life and health of the community, even if our own sins have not had
obvious physical consequences in our lives. James uses here yet another verb for healing
[hiaomai], which can refer to physical or spiritual cures as the context dictates. Here it seems to
refer to restored spiritual well-being due to confession and forgiveness. . . . James makes it clear
that the Christian life should not be lived apart from community. Martin explains that ‘though the
elders are still responsible for the prayer of intercession on behalf of the ill (5:14), the text here
widens to make prayer and confession and so pastoral responsibility the “privilege and
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responsibility” of all in the congregation.’”888 Thus, “God intended prayer to bring the body
together, so that when one person falls ill, physically or spiritually, others in the community may
intervene redemptively. Likewise, confession is not merely a mental activity as we talk to God in
our individual prayer times, but a corporate activity that involves the people we have hurt or
offended. Whether to bring humility and unity to a body of believers or to effect reconciliation
between estranged parties, God clearly intended confession to be as much a part of life together
as prayer.”889
The final phrase of the verse, “The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is
working” (ESV), creates some difficulties, though its general meaning is clear. “The neuter
adjective polu (‘much’) functions as an adverb modifying ischuein, which basically means ‘to be
strong’: thus, ‘able to do much’ [or ‘has great power’ in ESV] . . . . More difficult is the precise
rendering of the participle energoumenē [‘working’]. Is it in the middle or passive voice . . . ?
And is it to be read attributively as an adjective modifying prayer and thus yielding translations
such as ‘the energetic prayer’ [or ‘effective prayer,’ see NAS; KJV] . . . ? Or should it be taken
predicatively as modifying the verb ‘to be strong,’ yielding translations such as ‘when it is
effective’ [or ‘as it is working’ in ESV]?”890 In addition to the ESV, the latter sense is adopted by
Moo, Blomberg and Kamell, and McKnight.891
In verses 17-18, James “caps off his encouragement to pray (vv. 13-16) with an example of a
‘righteous man’ whose prayer was ‘powerful and effective’: Elijah. Elijah, whose exploits were
so spectacular and ‘translation’ into the presence of the Lord so remarkable, was one of the most
popular of all figures among Jews. He was celebrated for his powerful miracles and his prophetic
denunciations of sin. Most of all, however, he was looked for as the helper in time of need,
whose coming would pave the way for the Messianic age (Mal. 4:5-6; Sir. 48:1-10; Mark 9:12;
Luke 1:17). But it is not Elijah’s special prophetic endowment or unique place in history that
interests James, but the fact that he was a man just like us (Gk. homoiopathēs; cf. Acts 14:15). As
in v. 16b, James emphasizes that every believer has access to the kind of effectiveness in prayer
that he is illustrating here.”892
James says, literally, that Elijah “prayed with prayer” (proseuchē prosēyxato), which is a Semitic
way of saying that he prayed “fervently/earnestly.” Thus, “James is informing his readers that
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they like Elijah have access to the power of the divine, even if the precise way that prayer
‘succeeds’ must be left open.”893 Martin goes on to explain the incident James refers to:
The situation concerning Elijah is recorded in 1 Kgs 17-18. These chapters do not say
explicitly that Elijah prayed that it might not rain, though 18:42 suggests that the prophet
did pray for the drought to cease. Except for 1 Kgs 18:42 [and 17:20-22], Elijah is not
renowned in the OT for his praying . . . . Later Jewish tradition then pictures him as such
a person . . . , and these traditional tributes may be shared by the present text.894
On the “three years and six months” mentioned in the verse, McKnight explains how the “prayer
life of Elijah became important in the early Christian tradition, including the three and one half
years (Luke 4:25). Because the same number is used elsewhere for a period of judgment (Dan
7:25; 12:7; Rev 11:2-3; 12:14), some say these numbers are less literal and more symbolic. The
Elijah narrative does not specify the duration of the drought. 1 Kings 17:1 says ‘nor rain these
years,’ and 18:1 says ‘in the third year of the drought.’”895
Another issue in these verses is “why James has chosen this particular illustration of effective
prayer. As we have noted, the OT does not even mention the prayer, while several other
outstanding illustrations of the power of prayer from the life of Elijah are close to hand: calling
down fire to consume the sacrifice on Mount Carmel or raising to life the son of the widow (see
Luke 4:25). One explanation for the unusual choice might be that James intends us to see an
analogy between the sickness of a believer restored to health and the deadness of the land
brought back to life and fruitfulness.896 But the parallels are not very obvious, and James does
nothing to drawn [sic] attention to what similarities do exist. Probably, then, James at least partly
relies on Jewish tradition, where there is evidence for an association between the drought and
Elijah’s praying (Sir. 48:2-3; 2 Esdr. 7:109).”897
In the end, the “rhetorical function of this example is not to make Elijah a hero but to encourage
the messianic community that they too can pray for miracles and that God hears their voice as he
did in the days of Elijah. In fact, James’s point is bigger: those who do God’s will are exhorted to
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pray as Elijah did, with fervency, and they too can bring healing, both physical and spiritual, to
the community.”898
Verses 19-20, the final verses of the letter, are made up of one sentence, a “conditional sentence
with a protasis [an ‘if’-clause] (5:19) describing the pastoral task of restoring and an apodosis [a
‘then’-clause] (5:20) describing the results of the restoration.”899 James begins with his familiar
phrase “my brothers” (adelphoi mou). “This sense of family and community glues the audience
together in 5:7-20 (adelphoi in vv. 7, 9, 10, 12, and 19). The pastoral concern is with someone
‘among you,’ that is, a person in the messianic community, who ‘wanders from the truth.’”900
The word for “wander” is planaō, and James uses it elsewhere only in 1:16, “Do not be
deceived/led astray [planaō], my beloved brothers.”901 Here in 5:19,
The word broaches what the church has consistently called apostasy. It is used, in one of
the most instructive parallels to our text, of a sheep who wanders from the fold and is
parabolic for those who are supposed to be remaining with Jesus in the fold (Matt
18:12-13). Jesus also warned against being led astray by claims of false messiahs and
prophets (24:4, 11, 24). Some accused Jesus of leading Israel astray (John 7:12, 47).
Deception and wandering away were connected to the end times (2 Tim 3:3), and the
term was also used of the condition of humans prior to conversion (Tit 3:3; 1 Pet 2:25; 1
John 1:8). A prototypical example of wandering was found in Israel’s moral failure in the
wilderness (Heb 3:10). Priests, since they are human, are able to empathize with the
temptation to wander (Heb 5:2). But the word has a special place in the warnings against
apostasy (2 Pet 2:15; 1 John 2:26; 3:7; Rev 2:20; 12:9; 13:14; 18:23; 19:20; 20:3, 8,
10).902
This wandering is from “the truth” (tēs alētheias) which, as Davids explains, “does not make it in
any sense intellectual and less practical. Truth is a way to go, a way of life in Judaism (Pss.
25:4-5; 26:3; 86:11; Tob. 3:5; 1QS 1:12, 26; 3:19; 4:17; etc.) as in the NT (Mt. 22:16; Jn. 3:21;
14:6; Rom. 1:18; Eph. 6:14; 1 Pet. 1:22; 1 Jn. 1:6). That it is this sense of truth which is intended
becomes clear in the next verse where the way [ek planēs hodou autou, ‘from the way of
wandering’] becomes the parallel idea, for the ‘way’ of a person is not simply his thoughts, but
his life-style . . . . [Therefore, to be turned ‘from the way of wandering’] is to be turned from a
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wrong way of life, an error of life-style (Wis. 12:24; Pr. 2:15; cf. Is. 9:15; Ezk. 34:4; Wis. 5:6).
The person must be turned from the wrong way to the right one . . . , from falsehood to truth.”903
Furthermore, given “James’s stress on the practical aspects of faith and truth, it seems reasonable
to conclude that this is a public falling away, whether in speech or action, rather than merely a
private change of theology or thought.”904
In verse 20, “believers are encouraged to take action to turn around a sinner who has taken a
wrong and ultimately ruinous path by considering the wonderful results of such successful
intervention: a soul is saved from death and many sins are covered. . . . James pictures death as
the final destination on the path that the sinner has determined to take: when he is turned back
from that journey, he has ‘saved’ his life (see Ezek. 18:27; Rom. 6:23; and note the spiritual
application of ‘save’ [sōzō] elsewhere in Jaems: 1:21; 2:14; 4:12 . . . ).”905 This is the “second
time James has used the noun hamartōlos [‘sinner’]; the first was in the call to conversion in 4:8.
But the composition has gazed steadily at the reality of sin as one of the options for human
freedom, one that distorts and destroys authentic humanity (1:15; 2:9; 4:17; 5:15-16).”906
Blomberg and Kamell also note that to the question of whose soul is saved, the “answer seems
clear because of the parallel uses of [autou] in both ‘the error of his/her ways’ and ‘saves his/her
soul.’ It makes more sense that the soul in danger of being lost belongs to the person who strays
from the truth. Meanwhile, the soul of the person who did the restoring would not be saved by
this action, as we would assume that such a person already does believe, thus making them want
to restore the wanderer.”907
On the idea of sins being “covered” (kalyptō), Johnson explains that the term “occurs in the LXX
for a variety of physical ‘coverings’ (Gen 7:19; Exod 8:2), but only the reference to the cloud
covering the tent of meeting (Num 9:15) or the mercy seat (Lev 16:13) seems to bear any
possible cultic sense. In LXX Ps 84:3, Yahweh is praised for taking away the lawlessness of the
people and ‘covering over all their sins . . . .’ Similarly, Ps 31:1 begins ‘Blessed are they whose
lawless deeds have been forgiven, and whose sins have been covered . . . .’ In these texts, ‘cover’
seems to mean ‘remove from sight’ in a sense synonymous with ‘forgive,’ for the psalm
continues, ‘blessed is the person to whom the Lord does not count sin’ (Ps 31:2).”908 Moo also
writes that “James does not specify any personal object of the verb ‘cover,’ keeping to a very
general, almost proverbial, phraseology. The words are an allusion to Prov. 10:12, where hate,
which ‘stirs up dissension,’ is contrasted with love, which ‘covers all wrongs.’ ‘Cover’ (kalyptō
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in both Proverbs and James) seems to refer here to the overlooking of slights and offenses
against us in the interest of preserving peace. This meaning is unlikely in James, however, and 1
Pet. 4:8 shows that the phrase had become a traditional way of denoting God’s forgiveness of
sins (cf. Ps. 32:1).”909
Whose sins, then, are covered exactly? “The most obvious person would be the one who has
strayed. Yet, ‘Jewish sources are quoted to the effect that the one who turns a sinner to
repentance is deserving of forgiveness himself.’910 But perhaps James left that description
purposely ambiguous, so that while the one who strayed appears to have the more immediate
need of forgiveness, it does not hurt us to remember that we are all sinners in need of God’s
grace, all ‘prone to wander’ given the opportunity and right inducement. Thus, in this one act of
righteousness in turning another person who has wandered farther astray, we find ourselves
drawn back closer to God’s grace and righteousness.”911

General Scholarly Comment
Ralph P. Martin
The scene abruptly changes at 5:13, and the reader enters a world of congregational relationships
which embrace the entire spectrum of life’s experiences, extending from gladness to sadness. The
mood oscillates throughout this brief section and offers a tantalizing yet puzzling glimpse of how
the early Judeo-Christian believers reacted to life’s circumstances.912
. . . Our text invites us to consider the gaining of spiritual wholeness (which is not to be confused
with the curing of disease or illness; these may remain, while healing is granted, as in 2 Cor
12:1-10). It also encourages us to share this ministry with fellow Christians in mutual confession
and mutual concern for another’s pardon. Obviously there are dangers and pitfalls when we tread
on this ground. There is no warrant in the text for “auricular confession to a priest,” as popular
and polemic Protestantism has dubbed the practice, just as the use of oil in v 14 is far removed
from the later sacrament of Extreme Unction . . . . Two hazards to do with corporate confession
are to be watched for and avoided; they are overmorbidity and introspection on the one side, and
exhibitionism and an overzealous interest in another person’s spiritual health on the other.
Yet we need often to share a burden, and to respond to the wise counsel of v 16. Observing these
precautions and gladly accepting the sound advice of James as his mentor, Bonhoeffer writes . . .

909

Moo, James, 250.

910

Quoting here Martin, James, 220.

911

Blomberg and Kamell, James, 249.

912

Martin, James, 214.

!

252

with due respect for those who feel no need to enter into this practice and yet with a pastoral
sensitivity for those who would genuinely benefit from adopting what the text holds out:
Does all this mean that confession to a brother is a divine law? No, confession is not a
law, it is an offer of divine help for the sinner. It is possible that a person may by God’s
grace break through to certainty, new life, the Cross, and fellowship without benefit of
confession to a brother. It is possible that a person may never know what it is to doubt his
own forgiveness and despair of his own confession of sin, that he may be given
everything in his own private confession to God. We have spoken here for those who
cannot make this assertion. Luther himself was one of those for whom the Christian life
was unthinkable without mutual, brotherly confession. In the Large Catechism he said:
‘Therefore when I admonish you to confession I am admonishing you to be a Christian’.
Those who, despite all their seeking and trying, cannot find the great joy of fellowship,
the Cross, the new life, and certainty should be shown the blessing that God offers us in
mutual confession. Confession is within the liberty of the Christian. Who can refuse,
without suffering loss, a help that God has deemed it necessary to offer?913
[On vv. 19-20]: Community relations that were in prominent view in the preceding section
(5:15-16) are brought once more into focus. For the final time the author makes a hortatory
appeal to his addressees; this he does by his favorite device, namely, by the appellation “my
brothers.” The fraternal regard has been seen often throughout the document, and it denotes the
essentially pastoral relationship the writer sustains to the readers and hearers who are always in
his sights. At the same time the tractate is more than a letter written to a group of friends. There
is a universal appeal, at least in the final redactor’s intention. . . . Nonetheless it is an abrupt way
to close a part of the NT often called “epistolary.” Whatever its original format, whether as a
collection of “sayings of James the Just” or some specimen homilies that he gave in his capacity
as titular head of the Jerusalem Urgemeinde or “mother church,” the document does carry signs
of being dressed up in a letter form. . . . As it is, the letter evidently sought to reinforce an appeal
with all moral urgency and earnestness; and a closing section like vv 19-20 matches exactly the
rugged and forceful style hitherto displayed. 914
Luke Timothy Johnson
Sickness presents a profound challenge to the community of faith: will it behave like friends of
God or like friends of the world? According to the wisdom from below, the proper result of fierce
competition is the survival of the fittest. The logic of envy is to claim strength at the expense of
others. Envy, we have seen, leads to murder. Does someone fall sick? They are weak, leave them
by the wayside. Their elimination leaves more resources for me; having to share my attention
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and resources with them distracts me and weakens me for my own struggle for supremacy and
survival.
. . . It is not by accident, I think, that James here for the first time uses the term ekklēsia, for it is
the identity of the community as community that sickness threatens. Will the community rally in
support of the weak and show itself to be “merciful and rich in compassion,” a community based
in solidarity, or will it recoil in fear and leave the sick person to progressive alienation? We
notice first that James empowers the sick themselves with respect to the community. When they
are ill, they are to call the elders of the community. James’ language has a formal quality: they
are to summon the elders (5:14). James then enjoins the elders to pray over and anoint the sick
person in the name of the Lord. In the elders, the ekklēsia is to respond to the weak member and
overcome the alienation and inertia with which sickness threatens the life of the group.
The oil used for anointing is not a magic oil. It is the common olive oil that is widely used for
medicinal purposes. There is no great gap between physical and spiritual healing. They must
happen together. The oil gains its real power from the touch of human hands that apply it, that
reach across pain and loneliness to reestablish communion. Likewise, prayer is not simply words
said to God, but prayer “over” the sick person, a summons from the community that is willing to
share its life and strength, its faith, with the one who is weak and whose sickness has probably
also weakened his own faith and confidence. The community, through its elders, shares its faith
by gathering together and supporting the sick person both physically and spiritually in the time
of crisis.915
Peter H. Davids
James concludes with a final exhortation which on the one hand flows out of the theme of
confession and forgiveness of the preceding section (5:13-18) and on the other gives what must
have been the author’s purpose in publishing the epistle, i.e. turning or preserving people from
error (cf. the similarity in 1 Jn. 5:21). . . . He does not discuss sins simply to moralize or
condemn. He discusses sin to point out to erring community members the results of their
behavior and to bring them to repentance. He hopes to save them from damnation and procure
forgiveness for their sins. It is this apostolic goal he urges on his readers, and having encouraged
them to follow in his steps and take up where he ends, he concludes the epistle.916
David P. Nystrom
James is about to conclude his letter. As he does so, he focuses on three themes present in the
beginning of his letter: speech, prayer, and suffering. Just as the letter began with a double
opening, James presents us with something of a double ending. In 5:7-11 he discussed trials, rich
versus poor, and pure speech, three themes that have dominated the letter as a whole. Now he
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places a cap on his discussion by emphasizing pure speech (prayer) and its power in times of
adversity. Verses 12-18 have two natural sections. Verse 12 is an injunction against the making of
oaths, while verses 13-18 concern prayer. The passage moves from the situation of one who is
suffering, to one who is joyful, back to one who is suffering. What binds the entire passage
together is that both sections have to do with our address of God and with the use of the
tongue.917
. . . [In verses 19-20] James returns to the themes of sin and forgiveness. In so doing he reveals
his pastoral heart. The passage is related to the previous section in that forgiveness fol+lows
confession. James’s opponents in the church have arrogated to themselves the right to teach, and
to teach a doctrine clearly at odds with the Jesus tradition, a tradition James knows. . . . The
passage is short—in fact, a single sentence. But it should not be missed that in this one sentence
James marshals no less than three significant theological ideas: (1) Christians have the
opportunity and the responsibility to care for one another through the task of loving doctrinal and
oral correction. The theme here is not evangelism, but the care and maintenance of the Christian
community. (2) The penalty for sin is death; James will not equivocate on this. (3) In this
process, the agent of reconciliation “covers” a multitude of sins. . . . James here places before us
two responsibilities: to teach and practice a biblical model of Christian community, and to
balance discipline with mercy.918
Mark A. Seifrid
James’s final exhortation deals with the duties of Christians toward those who fall away. The
passage therefore forms something of a chiasm. The opening instruction concerning the
anointing of the sick has its counterpart in the restoration of the apostate believer. We need not
enter into questions concerning the perseverance of the saints here. It is sufficient to recognize
that at least in outward and visible ways, those who name Christ as Savior sometimes do
“wander astray from the truth” (James 5:19). Although we shall not be able to persuade all of
them, we shall be able by the grace of God to persuade some of them. We have a duty, like Jesus
himself, to seek out the lost sheep, whoever they might be. Probably James continues to recall
something of the Scriptural account of Elijah’s ministry, since in his encounter with the prophets
of Baal, Israel was turned back to the Lord (1 Kings 18:37). Despite debate on the question, it is
most likely that when James
speaks of someone turning a sinner from “the error of his way” and thereby saving “his soul
from death,” he has in view the salvation of the one who has fallen into error. The one who does
so “covers a multitude of sins.”
In this final appeal, James implicitly appeals to believers to be like God, who is unchangingly
good to all persons (James 1:17). He is the one who has saved all of us from death and who has
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covered all our sins in Jesus Christ. When we consider all these exhortations together, it becomes
quite clear what James expects of the Church as it waits for its Lord: We are to be “little Christs”
to one another, meeting one another in the present misery of sickness and sin with the promise of
the Gospel and the power of prayer in Jesus’ name.919
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