
[image: Cover: Darian R. Lockett, Letters for the Church (Reading James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, and Jude as Canon)]






  

    [image: Illustration]


  


  

        Reading James, 1–2 Peter,


      1–3 John, and Jude as Canon


    Darian R. Lockett


    [image: Illustration]


  





For Maddie, Evan, and Aidan

“Now to him who is able to protect you from stumbling and
to make you stand in the presence of his glory, without
blemish and with great joy” (Jude 24).
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    Introduction


    

      THE CATHOLIC EPISTLES give us a unique window into early Christian theology and practice. These letters highlight the centrality of love for not only fellow believers (1 Peter and 1 John) but the neighbor in general (James). They explore the inevitability of trials and testing in life that are ultimately from God and therefore strengthen faith (James and 1 Peter). Throughout these letters one finds the pervasive contrast between allegiances to God and this world as incompatible loyalties (James and 1 John) along with an emphasis on the reality that true faith is always accompanied by a transformed life—a faith united with works (especially Jas 2:14-26). Finally, the concern for correct doctrine both in the face of false teaching (2 Peter and 1 John) and the influence of immoral living (Jude) surfaces again and again.


      Though other New Testament letters are also concerned with the connection between orthodox teaching and moral living, the Catholic Epistles are especially focused on this connection. James focuses on hearing and doing, having faith and works integrated together, and 1 Peter encourages Jesus followers to live out their new identity in Christ among a watching, nonbelieving world. First John specifically connects an orthodox confession of Jesus with the moral duty of loving other believers and keeping God’s commands. Both Jude and 2 Peter address threats facing the early church. Jude confronts those who deny right doctrine through their immoral and lawless lifestyles, while 2 Peter counters false claims regarding the prophets and Christian expectation for Christ’s return as cleverly invented myths. These are some of the particular ways the Catholic Epistles enrich the life of the church by focusing on the connection between faith and works.


      Yet despite these theological and practical riches, the Catholic Epistles have not traditionally received the attention they deserve, somewhat standing in the shadow of the Gospels and Paul’s letters. This book is an attempt to introduce (or reintroduce) readers to these important Christian letters at the end of the New Testament and to suggest how they might be read together as a canonical collection.


      

        WHAT ARE THE CATHOLIC EPISTLES?


        Before moving any further, I should answer the basic question: What are the Catholic Epistles? Some describe these letters as the non-Pauline epistles—thus, the letters not written by the apostle Paul. Others describe them as “concluding letters” or “the end of the New Testament,” where the Catholic Epistles are lumped together with Hebrews and Revelation. Some scholars wonder what to do with these leftover letters of the New Testament. Even in the church, the Catholic Epistles are rarely treated as a coherent collection (unlike the Gospels and Paul’s letters).


         


        What letters are we talking about? Generally, scholars organize the New Testament documents into groups such as the Gospels and Paul’s letters. The term Catholic Epistles (or General Letters) labels another group of New Testament texts; however, the question is: What letters belong in this group? The Catholic Epistles are variously counted as nine (Hebrews through Revelation) or six (Hebrews through Revelation without the letters of John). Or, perhaps most often, they are grouped together as a list of eight texts (Hebrews through Jude). This last association is so common that when colleges and seminaries do offer classes on non-Pauline letters of the New Testament, it is usually a class focusing on Hebrews through Jude. This grouping, however, was not known in the early church.


        This book will argue that the Catholic Epistles are made up of the letters of James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, and Jude. Such a conclusion is based on evidence from the early church. For example, Eusebius, when discussing the death of James, the Lord’s brother, notes: “Such is the story of James, whose is said to be the first of the Epistles called Catholic . . . as is also the case with the Epistle called Jude’s, which is itself one of the seven called Catholic” (Hist. eccl. 2.23.24–25).1 In this passage, written sometime around AD 300, Eusebius indicates that there was a collection of seven Christian letters called “Catholic,” of which James was first (and perhaps Jude was last).


        The makeup of the Catholic Epistles becomes even more clear just after the time of Eusebius. In several lists or comments, the Catholic Epistles are limited to these seven letters and are most always found in the order James, Peter, John, and Jude. About fifty years after Eusebius, Cyril of Jerusalem (ca. 350) recorded a canon list that states, “Receive . . . these the seven Catholic Epistles of James, Peter, John, and Jude” (Catechesis 4.36).2 In the Synod of Laodicea (363), each of the Catholic Epistles were listed by name and placed after the four Gospels and Acts and before the Pauline letters. Athanasius’s Easter Letter (367) lists the “Acts of the Apostles and seven letters, called Catholic . . . one by James, two by Peter, then three by John, and after these, one by Jude” (Festal Letters 39.5).3 Though the ordering of the seven letters varies at times, it is only ever the letters of James, Peter, John, and Jude that are called Catholic Epistles.4


         


        What do we call these letters? Traditionally, the Catholic Epistles and General Letters have been used as interchangeable titles for these New Testament books. It should be said that these are Catholic letters not because they are somehow especially connected to the Roman Catholic Church but rather because the term catholic means universal. In this sense, the term catholic or general is a genre distinction. That is, a catholic or general letter is a letter written to a nonspecific or general audience. For example, James is written “To the twelve tribes dispersed abroad” (Jas 1:1), and 2 Peter is written “To those who have received a faith equal to ours” (2 Pet 1:1), and again, Jude writes “To those who are called, loved by God the Father and kept for Jesus Christ” (Jude 1).


        Though some of the Catholic Epistles address general audiences, not all of them do so. Both 2 and 3 John are personal letters sent from “the elder” to specific audiences: to the “elect lady” (2 Jn 1) or to “Gaius” (3 Jn 1). Furthermore, both Jude and 1 John address specific situations where either intruders have infiltrated (Jude) or a group of schismatics have left (1 John) a specific church. Thus, technically neither should be called a general letter. These observations should caution against overgeneralizing these letters as uniformly written to general audiences.


        Therefore, rather than primarily noting a genre distinction—marking a specific kind of letter—the label “Catholic Epistles” should be understood as a title given to a specific group of early Christian letters. This specific title was not given by the early church as a way to differentiate specific kinds of letters (genre) but rather as a way to identify a specific collection or group of letters (not unlike Paul’s letters). In other words, the term Catholic is not an adjective (describing a kind of letter) but a proper noun—it is a title given to a specific collection of New Testament letters.5


        This insight connects to the larger discussion regarding how the New Testament canon was formed. Rather than individual books, such as Matthew or 1 Corinthians, coming into the New Testament canon individually, the early development of the New Testament was characterized by groups of books being received as authoritative. Early on the four Gospels began circulating among Christian communities as a fourfold collection. Not long after that, a collection of Paul’s letters was read by Christians as far as Pontus and Bithynia and was received as Scripture (2 Pet 3:15-16). The central point is that we should not think of the New Testament as developing book by book but rather collection by collection. One of those important collections was the group of letters called the Catholic Epistles.


      


      

      

        WHY ARE THE CATHOLIC EPISTLES IMPORTANT?


        Now that we understand what letters we are talking about and what to call them, why focus an entire book on them? Christians have received these books as part of Holy Scripture from the beginning, and this is the first reason to focus on them. These letters make up part of the New Testament witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ. As such, they offer a complementary, non-Pauline witness to Christian practice and belief.


        A second reason to focus on the Catholic Epistles is that the early church thought they were written in order to defend orthodox faith and morals against the rising challenge of heretics. John’s letters are interested in combating false teaching by citing agreed-on apostolic confessions of high Christology—“Who is the liar, if not the one who denies that Jesus is the Christ?” (1 Jn 2:22) and “Many deceivers have gone out into the world; they do not confess the coming of Jesus Christ in the flesh” (2 Jn 7). Likewise, both Jude and 2 Peter are clearly focused on defending the once-for-all entrusted faith by combating false teaching (2 Peter) and false living (Jude).


        Finally, the Catholic Epistles are important because they make it clear that Christian faith is a matter of practice as well as of formal belief. James, Peter, and John are all agreed on the assumption that faith without works is dead. The works spoken of in these letters are not those of the Mosaic law but those deeds that spring naturally from faith in Jesus Christ—most importantly, deeds of charity or love. The early church summarized these works as self-sacrifice, generosity, humility, and love. The emphasis on such deeds meant that Christians must be prepared to live their lives and give their lives for the faith. The patient endurance of suffering here and now, living out Christian faith in the midst of a hostile world, is a preparation for giving witness for the gospel even to the point of death, as the example of Jesus’ earthly life bears witness. This is why the Catholic Epistles are so important.


      


      

      

        HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


        The purpose of this book is to introduce the context and content of the Catholic Epistles while, at the same time, emphasizing how all seven letters are connected to each other as they stand in the New Testament canon. While there are other books that introduce these letters, they usually include more than just the Catholic Epistles (typically also treating Hebrews and sometimes Revelation). Furthermore, other introductions do not focus on how the Catholic Epistles were received as a coherent collection in this particular order. This misses a key theological concern, namely, that these letters are not merely one-off writings to disconnected communities, but rather they are a coherent collection of Christian texts that have a unified vision of God and his work in the world through Jesus Christ. Therefore, while introducing the context and content of each of these letters, I will also suggest ways these letters were connected via shared themes and canonical connections.


        The book is designed to complement one’s own reading of the Catholic Epistles. This text will work best if readers have both this book and the Bible open at the same time. Each chapter will focus on one of the letters (with the exception of chapter five, which will consider 2–3 John together) and will follow the same basic structure. Each chapter opens with an introduction suggesting connections with the previous letter, stressing a canonical connection with neighboring texts. Then a section called “Occasion and Setting” gives a brief outline of the context of the letter, including discussion of author, audience, and genre. The next section describes the overall structure of the letter and outlines the flow of thought in the form of a section-by-section commentary. Rather than giving exhaustive comments about each word or verse, the commentary section focuses on tracing the flow of thought of the entire book. The strength of this approach is that it helps readers actually read through the text with insight into how the theological argument of the letter progresses to its main point.


        Throughout these chapters, readers will find two kinds of text boxes offering further insights. First, readers will find “Going Deeper” sections focusing on background issues that help illuminate aspects of the letter. Second, sprinkled through the commentary section, readers will find boxes that highlight themes or theological issues that connect the Catholic Epistles together. These latter boxes are designed to remind readers that these letters were collected together because the early church understood them to be interrelated. The themes highlighted in these text boxes are fleshed out in the concluding chapter of the book. Thus, when reading through the commentary section and coming on a thematic reminder, readers can always refer to the final chapter for further information regarding how that theme is developed through the Catholic Epistles as a whole.


        Finally, each chapter concludes with a section for further reading, where important commentaries and monographs are suggested for further research.


        My hope in writing this book is that you will discover the rich theological and practical insights woven into these early Christian letters. I am convinced that these treasures are hidden in plain sight not only in the text of each letter but also in viewing these seven letters together as a coherent witness to early faith in Jesus Christ.
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The Letter of James


THE LETTER OF JAMES is the first of the Catholic Epistles and one of two letters we have from the brothers of Jesus (Jude is the other). James’s placement as the first Catholic Epistle and its connection to Jude within this collection was noted in the ancient church. Eusebius, the church historian, records: “Such is the story of James, whose is said to be the first of the Epistles called Catholic . . . as is also the case with the Epistle called Jude’s, which is itself one of the seven called Catholic” (Hist. eccl. 2.23.24–25). Reflecting on this passage, John Painter concludes, “James and Jude, the brothers of Jesus, form . . . the bookends of this collection.”1

James and Jude show signs of connection both at the beginning and ending of their letters. The letter opening of Jude identifies the author as “Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and a brother of James” (Jude 1). The reference to James not only draws a connection between James and Jude as brothers but also suggests an association between the two letters as well. Also, rather than draw on the family relationship with Jesus to support their authority, both James and Jude call themselves servants of Jesus Christ (Jas 1:1; Jude 1). These connections at the beginning of each letter are accompanied by an interesting connection between the ending of the letters. The final exhortation of James, situated just after a discussion of prayer, brings the letter to an abrupt end and instructs believers to recover a fellow brother or sister from “the error of his way” (Jas 5:20), and the final exhortation of Jude calls for believers to have mercy on those who waver or dispute. Both letters end with a command for restoration. These connections reinforce the relationship between James and Jude, which in turn functions like a bracket defining the boundaries of the Catholic Epistle collection.2


OCCASION AND SETTING

Authorship. Unlike several of the other letters in the New Testament (for example the letters of Paul), James does not contain many concrete hints regarding the letter’s original occasion or historical situation. Looking at the letter itself, the text claims to have been written by “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (Jas 1:1). The name “James” (Hebrew, Ya͑ăqōb; Greek, Iakōbos) was a very common name in the first century, and it is likely that a well-known James must be in view because the letter contains no further description of the author’s identity. If this is accurate, two questions arise: First, what well-known individual named James is in view, and, second, after identifying this James, is this individual the actual or historical author of the letter?

Taking up the first question, though in the New Testament there are several individuals named James, only two are clear possibilities who could have authored the letter. First, James the son of Zebedee, who was the brother of John and one of the Twelve (Mk 1:19; 5:37; 9:2; 10:35; 14:33) and acted as a prominent member within the circle of Jesus’ disciples. Yet he was put to death by Herod Agrippa I in AD 44 and thus much too early to author this letter (see Acts 12:2). Second is James, “the Lord’s brother” (Gal 1:19). Though he was not one of the twelve disciples or a follower of Jesus during his ministry, James, the Lord’s brother, was well known due to his relationship to Jesus. After Jesus’ resurrection, he became a disciple (Jn 7:5; Acts 1:14) and influential leader of the Jerusalem church (Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18), where he served until his death in AD 62. James, the brother of Jesus, was widely known and respected as the leader of the church in Jerusalem and therefore is likely the James referred to in this letter.

Though scholarship is virtually unanimous in concluding that James, the Lord’s brother, is the James referenced in James 1:1, there is little to no consensus regarding whether he was the actual author of the letter. For much of the modern era scholars have argued that this letter was composed between AD 80 and 120 by an unknown author. Due to its lack of coherence, Martin Dibelius concluded that James must have been drawn together from several sources and could never have been sent as a real letter.3 Further, the letter was relatively slow to receive acceptance into the New Testament canon, and it seems unlikely that the flowing style of the Greek and Hellenistic concepts used in the text could have been produced by a Jewish carpenter in Galilee. These objections have largely been addressed in recent scholarship.4

The first clear reference to James as both authored by the Lord’s brother and fully canonical appears in Origen some time before 253.5 Jerome states that James only gained recognition in the church “little by little” (Jerome [ca. 393], Lives of Illustrious Men 2). In the end, James was fully accepted in the Western church at the Synod of Hippo (ca. 393) and the Third Council of Carthage (ca. 397).

A number of scholars have argued that James, the brother of Jesus, was the actual historical author.6 For these scholars, three factors strengthen this conclusion: first, the similarities in the Greek between the letter and James’s speech in Acts 15:13-21; second, the way in which the author loosely alludes to Jesus’ sayings, which would be less likely after such traditions were written down in the Gospels; and third, lack of any reference to the destruction of the Jewish temple. Rather than appealing to his family relationship with Jesus, the author only mentions his position as a “servant” (doulos, “slave,” Jas 1:1) of God and the Lord Jesus Christ. For some, the author leaving out reference to his familial relationship with Jesus reinforces the authenticity of authorship.7

If James, the brother of Jesus, wrote the letter, the composition date would be roughly between AD 46 and 62. The upper limit is fixed because about the year 62, when the procurator Festus died, the high priest, Ananus II, had James stoned to death—at least according to Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 3.23.3-17; see also Josephus, Ant. 20.200). Those who argue the letter was produced by an unknown individual writing under the pseudonym of James, however, insist on a date between AD 80 and 120.

 

Audience. As with the historical author, the letter contains very little information about the identity of the audience. Typically, identifying the audience rests on how one understands the phrase “to the twelve tribes dispersed abroad” (Jas 1:1). There are two prevailing interpretations: first, some argue that the address to the twelve tribes is a metaphorical reference to the Christian church. Rather than indicating anything about the readers’ geography or ethnicity, this reference describes the audience as the “true Israel” who are exiled (on the earth) from their proper home (heaven). There are, however, some difficulties with this view. For example, the New Testament never records an instance where the tribal constitution of Israel (“the twelve tribes”) is used to refer to the church. Though Paul famously refers to the church as the “Israel of God” (Gal 6:16), there are no references to the church as “the twelve tribes.” A second view understands the address to the twelve tribes as a reference to Christians of Jewish heritage. On this view, the title “twelve tribes” alludes to the twelve sons of Jacob, who became the leaders of the twelve tribes of Israel. Likewise, the term diaspora (translated in the CSB as “dispersed abroad”) was used to denote Jews living outside Palestine (see Jn 7:35). More than just a term to convey Jewish exile, diaspora also communicated God’s displeasure and punishment of his people for their sins. In the New Testament, the term diaspora usually does not refer to the church (yet note the prominent exception in 1 Pet 1:1), which might be another indication that the recipients of the letter were Christian Jews living in either Rome or Syria, or perhaps in various locations throughout the Mediterranean world.8

The identification of the recipients as Christian Jews may be further strengthened by several features of the text: the free use and expectation that the readers would understand the Old Testament (Jas 1:25; 2:8-13), the reference to their meeting place as a synagōgē (Jas 2:2), their faith in the Lord Jesus as “Christ” or “Messiah” (Jas 2:1), and the use of Old Testament and Jewish metaphors. Furthermore, there has been a lively discussion as to whether the audience was poor (Jas 1:9-11; 5:1-6) or a mix of rich and poor members. This has been notoriously difficult to determine with confidence, yet one should note that James addresses his readers as neither rich nor poor in James 2:1-13. Regardless of their social and financial standing, it is clear that the audience was experiencing hardships (Jas 1:2-4; 5:7-11) and that such external pressure created tensions within the audience (Jas 4:1-2, 11-12).

If James, the brother of Jesus, is the author of the letter, it is then likely that he wrote from Jerusalem within the time frame that James was a leader there. The Palestinian setting of the letter’s composition is strengthened by internal factors: merchants seeking profits (Jas 4:13-17), absentee landlords defrauding a poor and landless labor force (Jas 5:1-6), and social and legal repression of the economically disadvantaged (Jas 2:5-7).9

 

Genre. Many of the historical conclusions regarding James have been profoundly influenced by the work of Martin Dibelius. Dibelius argued that James belongs to a type of writing called paraenesis, a collection of unoriginal maxims or proverbs designed to give moral instruction.

Paraenesis is characterized by a loose collection of moral sayings and essays held together by catchwords (repeated words or related terms that connect otherwise unrelated material). There are clear examples of moral sayings or proverbs (Jas 2:13, 26; 3:12, 18; etc.), essays (Jas 2:1-13, 14-26; 3:1-12; 3:13–4:10), and catchwords (greeting/joy, Jas 1:1-2; lacking/lacking, Jas 1:4-5; etc.) in James. And clearly both paraenesis and James contain many imperatives. Dibelius argued that such literature generally lacks literary coherence, theological content, and social location, yet a majority of scholars have questioned each of these conclusions regarding paraenesis in general and as applied to James specifically.

That the text opens with the form of a letter challenges the conclusion that James lacks any social location. James 1:1 contains a stereotypical form of letter opening, consisting of the formula of parties (“person x to person/group y”) and a salutation (“greetings”) typical of most ancient Greek letters. The other two typical elements of a first-century letter are a letter body and a salutation. James clearly contains a text body (Jas 1:2–5:6, or all the way to Jas 5:20); it does not, however, end with the typical letter salutation. Many have noted that James does not contain any personal greetings, requests, or specific information, some of which would be expected in a typical letter. These conspicuous omissions have led many to deny James as a real letter at all and thus maintain that the loose letter form in James is fictional. Others, notably Richard Bauckham, claim that the crucial point is that the letter opening makes James formally a letter whether it was ever sent or not.10

While James seems to have been a real letter, many have noted that the letter body closely resembles Jewish Wisdom literature. James, like Jewish Wisdom literature, characteristically gives commands, instructions, and specific examples (namely, contrasts between the wise and foolish), all of which direct the readers on the path of discipleship. The letter contains several brief, direct, and practical admonitions and bears a specific concern for wisdom in the lives of the readers (Jas 1:5; 3:13-17). Many have noted that James most closely resembles the Old Testament book of Proverbs and the apocryphal book of Sirach, books that communicate practical insight and instruction in the conduct of life. While the body of James bears all the characteristics of Wisdom literature, the opening frames the text as a letter. Thus, thematically and structurally James belongs to the tradition of Jewish Wisdom literature, though it was fashioned (and probably sent) as a letter.11


Going Deeper: Two Ways in James


Because James sharply contrasts life versus death and the humble versus the proud, the letter has been compared to the “two ways” motif. The two ways was a typical motif that appeared in Jewish Wisdom literature. It uses the imagery of a road or path in order to contrast positive and negative actions, all to illustrate the stark difference between the path of the righteous and the path of the wicked. In Jewish tradition, the two ways motif finds its origins in the blessings and curses associated with the covenant, especially found in the Pentateuch (Lev 26:1-39; Deut 28; 30:15-20) and in Hebrew Wisdom literature (Ps 1). The motif draws on the image of ways, roads, or paths, which in turn are used as metaphors contrasting the life of righteousness or unrighteousness, life or death, or wisdom or foolishness (and, in Greco-Roman literature, virtue or vice).

A typical characteristic of the two ways is that it highlights not only the path or way but also the ultimate end or goal of a particular path or way of living. The fact that at the end of the path is reward or punishment finds illustration in Deuteronomy 30:15: “See, today I have set before you life and prosperity, death and adversity.” Growing out of Jewish wisdom tradition, the two ways motif developed from the blessings and curses derived from a this-worldly covenantal context to a way of talking about eschatological blessing and punishment.

James contains several elements of the two ways motif. First, the terms way and life appear in James. The opening section of the letter (Jas 1:2-8) contains an implicit contrast between the one who is perfect and the “double-minded,” and it is the double-minded who is “unstable in all his ways” (Jas 1:8). James also uses way and life language to describe the peril of the double-minded in James 1:11; 4:14; 5:5, 19. For James, these two ways ultimately have very different ends. The final destination or ultimate end of the two ways of living simply is either death (Jas 1:15; 5:20) or life (Jas 1:12, 18). Second, as in the traditional motif, James indicates that there are guides or principles that lead an individual along either of the two paths. On the path of life, one is guided by the word (Jas 1:18, 21, 22, 23; 3:2), the law (Jas 1:25; 2:8, 9, 10, 11, 12; 4:11), and wisdom (Jas 1:5; 3:13, 15, 17); but those on the path of death are led along by desire (Jas 1:14, 15; 4:2). Finally, James contains several examples of positive and negative ethical statements (e.g., positive and negative commands regarding ethical conduct). On one hand, he uses negative commands, warnings against a particular action, and on the other, positive commands, exhortations to adopt a particular action (Jas 1:19-20; 4:8, 10; 5:9, 12, 16). Often these positive and negative commands are accompanied by an additional clause or rhetorical question giving motivation to continue living in keeping with a particular ethical framework or worldview.

Identifying the thematic use of the two ways in James helps in discerning both coherence and purpose in the letter. When people came into a new relationship with God through “faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ” (Jas 2:1), they needed to reorient themselves to a new way of life and a new way of viewing the world. The two ways strategy was used to help new converts adopt new behaviors, habits, and affections by offering them two clearly opposed ways of life. James takes up this strategy in order to challenge his readers to a new way of living and being in the world.








STRUCTURE

As the commentary section will focus on tracing the flow of thought through the text, it will be helpful first to make a few comments about the overall structure of the letter. James can be divided into three unequal parts: the letter opening or prescript (Jas 1:1), the introduction to the letter’s themes (Jas 1:2-27), and the development or exposition of those themes in James 2–5.

The first chapter loosely functions as a preface (or table of contents) that gives a brief introduction to the majority of themes developed further in the rest of the letter. Each of these topics is presented through James 1 in quick succession, with very few links between them. More developed connections exist between the topics introduced in James 1 and the corresponding sections in James 2–5. For example, the ideas introduced in James 1:2-8 are developed further in James 3:13-18 (wisdom), James 5:7-11 (patient endurance), and James 5:13-18 (effectiveness of prayer). The various connections between themes in James 1 and their development in James 2–5 will be highlighted in the commentary section.




OUTLINE


	I. Letter opening (Jas 1:1)


	
II. Introduction of themes (Jas 1:2-27)


	1. “Wholeness” and “double-mindedness” (Jas 1:2-8)


	2. The lowly brother and the rich (Jas 1:9-11)


	3. The path of “desire–sin–death” versus the way of life (Jas 1:12-18)


	4. Human anger and God’s righteousness (Jas 1:19-21)


	5. Doing versus merely hearing the word (Jas 1:22-25)


	6. True versus false religion (Jas 1:26-27)






	
III. Exposition of themes (Jas 2:1–5:20)


	1. Partiality and the law of love (Jas 2:1-13)


	2. Faith and works (Jas 2:14-26)


	3. The tongue (Jas 3:1-12)


	4. True and false wisdom (Jas 3:13-18)


	5. A call to the double-minded to repent (Jas 4:1-10)


	6. Against judging one another (Jas 4:11-12)


	7. Denunciation of merchants (Jas 4:13-17)


	8. Denunciation of landowners (Jas 5:1-6)


	9. Holding out until the coming of Christ (Jas 5:7-11)


	10. Speaking the whole truth (Jas 5:12)


	11. Prayer (Jas 5:13-18)


	12. Reclaiming those who err (Jas 5:19-20)12











COMMENTARY | LETTER OPENING | JAMES 1:1

The opening statement in James 1:1 is enough to classify James as a letter. The author addresses the letter to the “twelve tribes dispersed abroad.” As mentioned above, it is relatively clear that the letter is addressed to ethnic Jews who now are followers of Jesus living outside the land of Israel.

The letter is written by James, or in Greek Iakōbos (Jas 1:1; Hebrew Ya͑ăqōb). A letter from Ya͑ăqōb to “the twelve tribes” would evoke the larger story of Israel, where Jacob’s twelve sons become the leaders of the twelve tribes of Israel. This is all the more striking when one realizes that at the time the letter was written, the twelve tribes no longer existed. The ten (or nine and a half) tribes of the north were snuffed out in the Assyrian invasion of 722 BC. Though the phrase “twelve tribes dispersed abroad” most certainly refers to the tribal membership and geographical context of his Jewish-Christian readers, at the same time it evoked “the lively first-century Jewish hope of the return of the exiles of all twelve tribes to the land of Israel. It incorporates the addressees in the messianic programme of redemption which Jesus had initiated by appointing twelve apostles,” as Richard Bauckham writes.13 James clearly understands that the coming of Jesus has initiated this reconstitution of God’s people, which now includes Gentiles into the eschatological people of God.




COMMENTARY | INTRODUCTION OF THEMES | JAMES 1:2-27

The remainder of the first chapter introduces the major themes of the letter in quick and somewhat disconnected succession and thus reads like a collection of wisdom sayings or proverbs. The concerns voiced in this introductory chapter resurface in later sections of the letter in expanded form, yet not in the same sequence. Throughout the commentary section addressing James 2–5, many of these connections will be highlighted.

 


Diaspora in James and 1 Peter

The term diaspora only appears three times in the New Testament: John 7:35; James 1:1; and 1 Peter 1:1. Of all the letters in the New Testament, only James and 1 Peter describe their audience as in the diaspora. Whereas James likely assumes a geographic diaspora, 1 Peter envisions a temporal diaspora, where “during your time living as strangers” (1 Pet 1:17) describes Christians living in a kind of exile from their ultimate home in heaven. The key term diaspora draws the two letters together theologically by marking their readers as those living in some kind of exile.




“Wholeness” and “double-mindedness” (James 1:2-8). The opening section contrasts the one who is “mature and complete, lacking in nothing” (Jas 1:2) and the one who “lacks wisdom” (Jas 1:5), is a “doubter” (Jas 1:6), and ultimately is “double-minded” (dipsychos, Jas 1:8). In James 1:4, the key word teleios (translated either as “mature” or “perfect”) announces a major (perhaps unifying) theme on display throughout the letter. For James, the word perfect entails wholehearted or single-minded devotion to God. The key term teleios appears several times throughout the letter either as a noun or verb (Jas 1:4 [2×], 15, 17, 25; 2:8, 22; 3:2; 5:11). The road to being perfect runs through various trials such that the testing or proving of faith leads to endurance and ultimately maturity, lacking nothing—perfection or wholeness, which is the ultimate goal of James.

It is important to ask whether James considers perfection as something attainable now or only in the future. A few observations are worth considering: first, the key terms “trials” (peirasmois) and “endurance” (hypomonēn) are often used in an eschatological context in Jewish and Christian writings; second, New Testament texts that are considered parallel passages to James 1:2-4 (1 Pet 1:7; Rom 5:3-4) are set within an eschatological context; and finally, James associates the overcoming of trials with receiving “the crown of life” (Jas 1:12; often understood as a reference to eternal life). These observations suggest that the goal of being perfect or attaining wholeness has a future orientation. Throughout the letter, however, James expects this characteristic to be developing or at least initiated in the life of his readers now.

In contrast to perfection, the one who is lacking (specifically wisdom) is to “ask God” (Jas 1:5). Yet, such asking must be done in faith, not doubting. Failing to ask in faith is tantamount to second-guessing or vacillating irresolutely between two choices. This person is halfhearted and divided in loyalty toward God—this is what it means to ask while doubting (Jas 1:5) and ultimately reveals the character of the double-minded (Jas 1:8). This is the one who, even when asking, should not expect to receive anything from God (Jas 1:7). Furthermore, James says the double-minded person is “unstable [akatastatos] in all his ways,” an idea that conveys the sense of being unsettled or unstable in one’s way of life. This opening section introduces the major theme of perfection or wholeness (wholehearted devotion to God, teleios) and its opposite, double-mindedness. Throughout the rest of the letter, James offers examples of both wholeness and double-mindedness.

 

The lowly brother and the rich (James 1:9-11). The next unit is a reversal statement where James contrasts the “lowly [tapeinos] brother” (my translation) with the “rich” (plousios). The lowly one is commanded to “boast” (kauchasthō) in his “exaltation” or his high position (Jas 1:9), while the rich one is to boast in his humiliation (tapeinōsei). The noun humiliation is related to the noun lowly and thus highlights the ironic reversal of status and position of the “rich” person.

Two observations are in line: first, whereas the text is very clear that the lowly one is a brother in James 1:9, it is unclear whether the rich one in James 1:10 is also a brother. Though the term brother is missing from James 1:10, some argue that because it was common for some terms to drop out of the second of two phrases, one could reasonably assume the term in the second phrase. However, others object to seeing the rich as a fellow believer in Christ because of the sharp denunciation of the rich in James 5:1-6. A second observation is that James has used the term “lowly” (tapeinos) rather than the word typically used to describe the poor (the term ptōchos). The lowly not only are materially poor (as ptōchos alone would indicate) but also are humble or completely dependent on others for their needs. Perhaps the lowly are an example of those who are completely or wholeheartedly devoted to God—by contrast, later in the letter the rich are associated with the arrogant (Jas 4:13-17) and proud (Jas 4:6; 5:1-6).

This second observation is not intended to downplay the fact of material poverty among the first Christians, as though one could elevate the attitude of poverty (“spiritual poverty” or humility) and thus actually be materially wealthy and at the same time spiritually “poor.” Though James draws attention to the attitude and disposition of the lowly, an attitude that either the materially well-off or disadvantaged can take up, he is clearly influenced by the traditional concern for the weak, vulnerable, and materially poor throughout his letter (Jas 1:27; 2:5, 14-17; 4:6). Here it is merely important to note that the categories of lowly and rich are first representative of larger groups of people and associated with characteristic attitudes (that is, the humble one wholly dependent on God versus the arrogance of the proud).

 

The path of “desire-sin-death” versus the way of life (James 1:12-18). Using several terms that connect back to James 1:2-4, this section pronounces a blessing on the one “who endures trials” (hypomenei peirasmon in Jas 1:12; compare with peirasmois in Jas 1:2 and hypomonē in Jas 1:4) through having “stood the test” (dokimos in Jas 1:12; compare with dokimion in Jas 1:3). This is one who, like the “mature and complete” individual in James 1:2-4, endures trials and as a result receives the “crown of life.” The sequences of events in James 1:2-4 and James 1:12 are strikingly similar: the “testing–endurance–perfect” sequence in James 1:2-4 is mirrored by the “testing–endurance–crown of life” sequence in James 1:12. The one who is wholly devoted to God or the one who has life moves through the experience of trial and endurance, which results in approval.

Though expressed by the same word in Greek (peirasmos in both cases), there is a clear distinction between testing and temptation in James 1:12-13. Whereas implicitly it is God who is in control of testing (which leads to endurance and maturity; Jas 1:2-4, 12), James is very clear that God is never the source of temptation (“No one undergoing a trial should say, ‘I am being tempted by God,’” Jas 1:13). Rather, temptation originates from one’s “own evil desire,” which does the work of luring away and enticing (Jas 1:14). The sequence of events begins with being enticed by one’s own evil desire, the result of which “gives birth [tiktei] to sin,” and finally, when “sin is fully grown, it gives birth [apokuei] to death.” It is helpful to note that the previously repeated sequence of “testing–endurance–perfect/crown of life” (found in Jas 1:2-4, 12) is now replaced by the opposing sequence of “desire–sin–death” in James 1:13-15. These two antithetical sequences should be seen as diametrically opposed ways of living, one leading to wholeness and life, the other leading to double-mindedness and death.

Not only does the sequence of desire–sin–death stand in opposition to what precedes, but it also stands in contrast to what comes next. In James 1:18, God’s own purpose is announced: “Because of his own choice he gave us birth [apekuēsen] by the word of truth” (my translation). The repetition of the verb apokueō (“gives birth to death” in Jas 1:15, and “gave us birth” in Jas 1:18) helps draw attention to the contrast between one’s own evil desire giving birth to death and God’s will or choice to bring to life by the word of truth. Evil desire involves sin, which leads to death, but, by contrast, God’s will enlists the word of truth to bring about birth. So here the desire–sin–death sequence stands in opposition to the “God’s choice–by the word–life” sequence.14 Next, the misconception of God’s responsibility for the evil of temptation (which Jas 1:13 warns against) is replaced by the correct understanding of God in James 1:17. Rather than tempting with evil, God is the giver of all good gifts.

 

Human anger and God’s righteousness (James 1:19-21). Because anger does not reflect God’s righteousness, James exhorts his readers to put off the old way of living and to receive the implanted word. Just before the contrast between human anger and God’s righteousness, James instructs his readers to be quick to hear, yet slow to speak and slow to anger.

The contrast between God’s righteousness (to which James’s readers must “be quick to listen,” Jas 1:19) and human anger (to which his readers must be slow) is further illustrated in the inferential conclusion in James 1:21: “Therefore, ridding yourselves of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent, humbly receive the implanted word, which is able to save your souls.” Here James first states the negative aspect of accomplishing righteousness, namely, taking off impurity or metaphorically stripping off the pre-Christian lifestyle (see the similar phrase in 1 Pet 2:1). Second, he states the positive aspect of the same: “humbly receive the implanted word,” which accomplishes God’s righteousness, “able to save your souls” (Jas 1:21).

Much has been made of the phrase “implanted word” (emphytos logos). The word emphytos appears only here in the New Testament and can mean either “innate” or “implanted.” Some argue the term means “innate” as in an innate moral character or virtue. If that is the case, then the phrase “the word of truth” in James 1:18 must refer to creation rather than to the message of the gospel. If one follows these two points, then the innate word refers to “the original capacity involved in the Creation in God’s image which makes it possible for a man to apprehend a revelation at all.”15 This, however, does not explain how something innate is actually received. The term emphytos does not appear often in biblical literature, but the Greek version of the Old Testament consistently uses the related verb “plant” (kataphyteuō) in the context of Israel’s restoration to the land (Ex 15:17). The use of “plant” (kataphyteuō) in Jeremiah 31:27-28 is especially helpful: “‘The days are coming,’ declares the LORD, ‘when I will plant the kingdoms of Israel and Judah with the offspring of people and of animals. Just as I watched over them to uproot and tear down, and to overthrow, destroy and bring disaster, so I will watch over them to build and to plant [kataphyteuein],’ declares the LORD” (NIV).

This passage is an example of the Old Testament using the plant metaphor to refer to God’s work of restoration. One interpretation of James’s implanted word is that it is an allusion to Jeremiah’s prophecy of this promised internalized Torah planted within the hearts of the people of God.16 Thus, it is likely that James is referring to God’s instruction—now completely revealed in Jesus—which is implanted or written on the heart of the believer. Thus, God’s implanted word is able “to save your souls.”

 

Doing versus merely hearing the word (James 1:22-25). The contrast between being a doer and a mere hearer is the focus of James 1:22-25. The section opens with the instruction, “Be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves,” and is stated in the reverse in what follows: “Because if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer.” James likens the one who only hears to someone who glances at her natural face in a mirror, only to go away and forget what she saw—an image that suggests the viewer forgets what kind of person she was. The moment of looking should have been an opportunity for self-examination, yet in James’s example, it has become a superficial moment to check one’s hair or makeup, a moment only to be forgotten, which fails to make any lasting difference.

Here we see another contrast, this time between the doer and the mere hearer of the word. In contrast to the mere hearer, who fails to examine himself, the doer of the word is “one who looks intently into the perfect law of freedom” (Jas 1:25). Why would there be such an abrupt change from the word (in Jas 1:18, 21, 22-23) to law (in Jas 1:25)? There is good reason to think that word and law are referring to the same thing.17 Thus, the word is the means of initial rebirth in James 1:18, and, though implanted by God in James 1:21, it must also be received in meekness. Then, in James 1:22-25 it is clear that true believers must know and do “the perfect law of freedom.” The perfect law is none other than the implanted word in the hearts of responsive believers. Thus, for James the word and law, though distinct, are closely related. This word/law gives birth (Jas 1:18) and is able to save (Jas 1:21). The word/law is likely the fulfillment of Jeremiah’s promise of God’s law written on the heart. This word of truth and implanted word thus is a new character, a new heart’s disposition created in the believer. It must be received (Jas 1:21), and, as the “law of freedom,” it must be obeyed (Jas 1:22-25). Finally, the one who looks intently and is a doer receives a blessing in what he does (Jas 1:25)—which connects back to the blessing announced on the one who endures trials (Jas 1:12).18

 

True versus false religion (James 1:26-27). The overarching contrast posed in the last two verses of James 1 is between true and false “religion” (or perhaps better “piety,” the actions springing from religious conviction). James argues that claiming devotion to God while failing to control one’s speech leads to self-deception (Jas 1:26). Whereas James has warned of deception already in James 1:16-17, there he was concerned with the wrong understanding of God’s good giving. Here, the one who thinks of himself as religious or pious while not controlling his tongue is actually worthless.

By contrast, the one who visits “orphans and widows” and keeps “unstained from the world” displays what James calls, “pure and undefiled religion” (Jas 1:27). Thus, true religion or piety includes both social action and pure doctrine or theology. Visiting widows and orphans was a common concern in the Old Testament. It was considered a covenantal obligation emphasized both in the Torah (Ex 22:20-21; 23:9; Lev 19:9-10, 33; 23:22; Deut 10:17-19; 14:28-29; 16:9-15; 24:17-18; 26:15) and the prophets (Amos 2:6-8; 3:2; Hos 12:8-9; Mic 3:1-4; Zeph 1:9; Zech 7:8-10). Throughout the Old Testament the usual examples of poor and vulnerable in the land were widows, orphans, sojourners (resident aliens), and day laborers. These particular groups were vulnerable to exploitation at the hands of the rich and powerful because either they could not work or they did not own land.19 The notion of the verb “to visit” (episkeptesthai) orphans and widows conveys the idea of visiting with the intent to help, and in the Greek Old Testament God himself is often the subject of verbs such as these (Gen 21:1; 50:24-25; Ex 3:16; 4:31). Thus, the command to give aid to the vulnerable is a command not only to obey God but also to reflect God’s own actions and character.

Along with visiting orphans and widows, the one who demonstrates genuine religion or piety must keep himself “unstained from the world” (Jas 1:27). This could be understood purely in a doctrinal sense—keep pure doctrine; do not believe what the world believes. Yet in James, the notion of keeping oneself unstained from the world also stresses one’s actions. For James, keeping unstained from the world means wholehearted devotion to God; it entails doing, not just hearing; it requires caring for the vulnerable and controlling the angry tongue; it means, as we will see, being motivated by God’s mercy rather than judgment, having faith that works, and being animated by wisdom from above.

In summary, it is significant that the introductory chapter is bookended with concern for wholeness, seen in the word perfect or mature (Jas 1:2-4) and purity (Jas 1:26-27). Though distinct ideas, the terms perfect (or wholeness) and purity overlap and express the related concern for exclusive devotion to God—wholehearted, rather than double-minded, devotion to God (perfect) and devotion to God expressed in a degree of separation from the world (purity). Throughout the letter, James expresses various ways individuals lack wholeness because of the inability to separate from the worldview of the world (for example, in the treatment of the poor, failing to maintain faith and works, failure to control the tongue, etc.). This association between perfect (or wholeness) and purity is worth keeping in mind as one reads through the letter.




COMMENTARY | EXPOSITION OF THEMES | JAMES 2:1–5:20

Partiality and the law of love (James 2:1-13). James 2:1-13 should be viewed as a unit, with the key contrast between partiality (Jas 2:1-7) and keeping the love command (Jas 2:8-13) running through it. James 2:1 contains the thesis statement of the entire passage, which is conveyed as a command: “My brothers and sisters, do not show favoritism as you hold on to the faith.” The rest of the passage unpacks this central idea. The word “favoritism” or “partiality” (prosōpolēmpsia) is a rare Greek word (appearing only four times in the New Testament), and it seems to be a word coined in the Greek translation of Leviticus 19:15.20 Because James goes on to quote Leviticus 19:18 in James 2:8, it seems that the author had themes and ideas from Leviticus 19 in mind.


The Use of Leviticus in James and 1 Peter

Leviticus 19 and the command to love stands behind much of James 2. James quotes Leviticus 19:18 in James 2:8, and the reference to partiality in James 2:9 echoes Leviticus 19:15 as well. Similarly, 1 Peter also quotes from Leviticus 19:2 in 1 Peter 1:16 and then alludes to Leviticus 19:15 in the reference to the impartial Father in 1 Peter 1:17. Finally, it is likely that 1 Peter 1:22 is an allusion to the love command in Leviticus 19:18 as well. Along with the other striking similarities between James and 1 Peter, their dependence on and interpretation of Leviticus 19 is significant because both letters call their readers to love without partiality, relying on Leviticus 19 as authoritative grounds.




After announcing the thesis in James 2:1, the letter goes on to illustrate the incongruity of partiality and faith in Christ. The evil of partiality is illustrated by the different treatment of the rich and poor in the community (Jas 2:2-4). The episode is set in a typical gathering (synagōgēn, Jas 2:2) where two very different people enter. First, a rich man enters wearing “a gold ring and dressed in fine clothes.” The clothing and jewelry tell of his wealth and social standing (the gold ring often marked one as from the equestrian class, which was one of the highest in the Roman aristocracy). By contrast, the other man, labeled as “poor” (ptōchos), enters the gathering wearing filthy clothes. The special treatment of the wealthy man, who is offered a prime seat in the gathering place, and the dismissive treatment of the poor man, who is relegated to either stand at the back or sit near one’s footstool, is indicative of their difference in social status. Especially the command to sit down by one’s footstool suggests submission or disgrace.21 The point is that the judgment or prejudice against the poor exhibited in the congregation is a result of double-mindedness toward God. It manifests a “What can the rich give me?” attitude and fails to hear the instruction already outlined in James 1:27, where genuine piety is expressed in visiting orphans and widows, the kind of poor James has in mind here.

Second, after the illustration, James poses several rhetorical questions that further expose the injustice of showing partiality toward the rich (Jas 2:5-7). God’s choice of those who, by the world’s standards, are poor (Jas 2:5) is in direct opposition to the community’s rejection of those same poor people: “Yet you have dishonored the poor” (Jas 2:6). This stands in tension with what James has indicated previously, namely, that the rich should boast in their humiliation and the lowly in their exaltation (Jas 1:9). Showing favoritism toward the wealthy in the assembly is an implicit claim to stand in judgment over other people—something only God has the right to do. Such favoritism is not compatible with faith in the glorious Lord Jesus. Rather than using God’s standard of measure (that is, God’s framework of judgment), James’s readers are using the world’s standard of measure, which favors the rich over the poor. This, of course, is radically inconsistent for those claiming to “hold on to the faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ.” Rather than loving the neighbor (Jas 2:8), the congregation has chosen the rich at the expense of the poor. This is a failure to keep God’s law—the law of love of neighbor.

Finally, James demonstrates the incongruity of partiality and faith in Christ by means of the authority of the Old Testament (Jas 2:8-13). Instead of using the world’s measurement system to disqualify the vulnerable poor, James reminds his readers of God’s standard. So, what is God’s standard of judgment? It is his Torah, God’s gracious law. The specific standard from the Torah that demonstrates the incompatibility between favoritism and faith in Christ is the love command, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” which James calls the royal law. Yet the Torah is such that one cannot claim to have kept one part of it while ignoring others—the law is whole and must be kept as a whole (perhaps like a balloon, it does not matter whether it is popped from the left or the right; either way, the whole is broken). This point is illustrated by another appeal to the Old Testament, this time with reference to two of the Ten Commandments in James 2:11. It does no good to claim to have kept one law while at the same time breaking another—thus, if one “stumbles at one point,” one is “guilty of breaking it all” (Jas 2:10).

James is saying: you might congratulate yourselves that you have not committed adultery or murder, but in your self-righteousness, you have broken the law of love of neighbor because you have shown partiality toward the unrighteous rich, thinking that they might benefit you and your community. In light of this James challenges his readers to speak and act as “those who are to be judged by the law of freedom.” Addressing both speaking and acting is a way of saying in all of life to behave as those submitted to God’s standards or Torah. Here, through appealing to the love command, James stresses that God’s primary requirement is to show mercy to others. Jesus himself described the unforgiving slave who, after receiving mercy, failed to show it to others (Mt 18:21-35). Doug Moo argues: “The ‘mercy’ that James has been referring to in this context is human mercy, not God’s (v. 12). We therefore think it more likely that he is making a point about the way in which the mercy we show toward others shows our desire to obey the law of the kingdom and, indirectly therefore, of a heart made right by the work of God’s grace.”22 The one who has received and understood mercy shows it to others and thus, “mercy triumphs over judgment” (Jas 2:13).

 

Faith and works (James 2:14-26). This passage has become one of the most studied in James because of its apparent contradiction of Paul’s teaching about salvation by faith alone. Though the relationship with Paul’s teaching on justification by faith alone is important, in order to understand James’s argument, we must come to this text on its own terms and only after that consider its relation to Paul. Rather than pitting faith against works, this section contrasts two antithetical kinds of faith: faith with works and a so-called faith without works—an idea already announced in the contrast between the mere hearer and the one who both hears and does in James 1:22-25. The section opens with two rhetorical questions, where the second refers back to the first. When James asks, “Can such faith save him?” or “Can that faith save him?” the faith that James has in mind, according to the context, is a faith that has no works. James draws the conclusion that faith without works is no faith at all and therefore, of course, cannot save.

This opening distinction between faith with and without works is at once supported by a negative example showing that “faith, if it doesn’t have works, is dead by itself” (Jas 2:17), which is followed by an argument (specifically a diatribe) ending with the rhetorical question that again asserts, “faith without works is useless” (Jas 2:20). As common in James, he offers a vivid illustration and here the example is of a fellow believer seeking the basic needs of clothing and food (Jas 2:15-17). Lacking clothing means the fellow believer could merely be underdressed (only in undergarments) or actually naked—either way, he is not prepared for the current conditions. Along with clothing, the fellow believer lacks food for the day, which could suggest that rather than months’ worth of groceries, he just needs a meal. It is worth noting that the verb “lacking” (leipomenoi) repeats the same verb from James 1:5, where if any lacks wisdom they should ask from God. It is interesting that these people are asking from other believers, and the expectation, as we saw in James 1:27, is that believers are called to care for the vulnerable just as God himself cares for them. Yet, rather than giving the material things needed, the believer in need is only given words. But this is an empty offer of words in the face of real, immediate human need. The example in James 2:14-15 illustrates how words without actions are useless, and, by extension, claiming to have faith without works—that is, claiming to have faith without any deeds of love, mercy, or charity—is useless. Thus, the summary in James 2:17 insists that faith is “dead by itself.”
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