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Introduction



‘Why are we being treated this way?’


‘Is God displeased with us?’


‘What hope do we have?’


Life was difficult for Jews outside their ancestral homeland. They were scattered among the nations, in unfamiliar places. The Temple – the centre for their heritage and faith – was far away. In their new homes they were disadvantaged, without access to many goods and services. On top of that, they had trouble. They were being excluded, discriminated against and exploited.


The plight of these Jews led to particular temptations. Their disadvantaged status made them wonder if God was truly good. They were drawn to seek public esteem for themselves or to give special treatment to high-ranking figures. They wanted to hold on to the little wealth they had, rather than be generous to others in their midst. They battled anger and jealousy, even quarrelling and lashing out against one another.


James, the brother of Jesus, wrote a letter to the communities of Jewish Christians. As the leader of the church in Jerusalem, he needed no introduction. In the letter, he addressed their fears, insecurities and temptations. Amid their difficulties, he assured them of their heavenly Father’s compassion. He encouraged them that their trials had a good purpose. He gave them confidence that God would penalise their oppressors and make things right in the end. 


For followers of Jesus in any era, the epistle of James is a letter of hope. James encourages his readers to endure through their trials in adherence to Christ. The hope of James is not based in this life, but in the afterlife. James constantly writes about end-time judgment. The expectation of the judge is a warning to the unrepentant, but a message of hope for those who persevere. 


1. Genre


James has traditionally been grouped with the catholic or general epistles. Scholars have given the name ‘catholic’ to a group of anywhere between six and nine New Testament documents, with disagreement on whether to include John’s epistles and Revelation. Nevertheless, James is always included within this designation. 


The letter’s designation as catholic does not refer to the Roman Catholic Church, but to the letter’s recipients. A catholic epistle’s audience is said to be general, or nonspecific. However, one could argue that the designation of the recipients, ‘the twelve tribes scattered among the nations’ (James 1:1) is still specific. Nonetheless, there is no indication of a particular location for the hearers. Ultimately, it is best to see the term catholic epistles not as a label of genre, but as a proper name, referring to a specific collection of New Testament letters.1


While some reject the notion that James is an epistle,2 the document shows multiple points of affinity with ancient letters. Like other Greek letters which lack situational immediacy, James displays an opening formula with a blessing, thanksgiving and key terms that are repeated later in the document.3 


Possibly the most compelling evidence that James is an epistle is its conclusion. The end of James contains multiple elements that are typically found in other ancient Greek letters. These include the phrase ‘above all’ (James 5:12) and content about oaths, health and prayer.4 


There are a great many commands, or exhortatory content, found in James. But this content does not disqualify this document from being an epistle. After all, exhortation is found in every New Testament epistle. With its opening and closing content demonstrating an affinity with ancient letters, this commentary will treat James as it is framed: as an ancient letter. 


2. Author


The author refers to himself as ‘James’, with no qualifications regarding his home town or lineage. James was a common name during that time; the fact that this one needs no introduction suggests that he was a prominent James.


At least five men named James are mentioned in the New Testament: (a) James the son of Alphaeus (Matthew 10:3), (b) James the father of Judas (not Iscariot, see Acts 1:13), (c) James the son of Mary and Clopas (John 19:25; Mark 15:40),5 (d) James the son of Zebedee, the brother of John (Matthew 4:21), and (e) James the brother of Jesus, the son of Mary (Mark 6:3; Jude 1). The first three men are not well known enough to have a letter attributed to them that was authoritative to Christians.6 The fourth one, the brother of John, was martyred in the year AD 44 (or before, see Acts 12:2), which is probably too early for him to be the author of this letter.7 


Ultimately, there is no compelling evidence that overturns the witness of the early church that this letter was written by James, the brother of Jesus. The church historian Eusebius wrote about this James, called the ‘Just’ from the time of the Lord.8 James had an important role in the early church. He was the figure who took an authoritative speaking role at the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15:13–21. The apostle Paul singled him out as a witness to Christ’s resurrection (1 Corinthians 15:7) and called him an ‘apostle’ and a ‘pillar’ (Galatians 1:19; 2:9). 


The epistle of James uses the same opening format as the letter from James to the Gentile believers in Acts 15:23. They both feature the default letter-opening formula of sender-recipient-greeting, and they are the only New Testament letters with the classic word for ‘Greetings’ (1:1).9 



3. Date



The letter of James has been dated as early as AD mid-40s and as late as the fourth century.10 Intimately tied to the question of dating is the identity of the author; some consider the letter to be written by someone else in the name of James. But the arguments for the epistle to have a different author, such as the high register of Greek or the perceived lack of Christian or Jewish distinctiveness, are based on cultural assumptions and speculation. These objections can be countered straightforwardly.11 Ultimately, with James’s probable authorship, we can assign a date for the letter before his death in the year AD 62. 


We can deduce an even more specific time frame by examining the epistle’s contents. Because of the common language between the documents, some suspect that James is responding to the letters of Paul, especially Roman and Galatians. However, James’s argument would be a poor representation of Paul (see the commentary’s excursus on Paul and James); the true James would not have misunderstood Paul this badly.12 We are compelled, then, to place James before Paul’s written works.


The letter’s content also makes no mention of the break between the church and Judaism, nor does it discuss the mission to Gentiles. With the omission of references to the controversies over circumcision, Sabbath observation and dietary regulations, we can justifiably have the letter of James pre-date the Jerusalem Council (the year AD 48),13 which would fit before Paul’s letters.


A date between AD mid-40s and AD 48 would make James the earliest New Testament document. It would pre-date the final forms of the Gospel accounts, thus also making it the earliest written attestation of the sayings of Jesus.


4. Themes and distinctives


The epistle of James has many commands in quick succession. It contains the highest concentration of imperatives in the New Testament, and they are distributed throughout the letter rather than in one section. These commands often occur with explanations and development.14 The practical nature of James makes it straightforward for the modern reader to teach and preach from. 


James has a penchant for pithy, timeless sayings, which often makes it resemble Jewish wisdom literature (for example, 1:12; 2:13; 3:18; 4:17). In particular, the letter shows connections with Proverbs, with at least one quotation (4:6, citing Proverbs 3:34) and other probable allusions (such as Proverbs 2:3–6 in James 1:5 or Proverbs 27:1 in James 4:14).15


A repeated motif in James is the concept of judgment. Words and concepts related to judgment, judges and courts are spread throughout the epistle (1:6; 2:4, 6, 12–13; 3:1, 17; 4:11–12; 5:9, 12).16 Consistently, when these terms are used for God, they are esteemed and affirmed. For example, James 4:12 states, ‘There is only one Lawgiver and Judge’. However, when the terms are used for humans, the actions are condemned. For example, James 2:4 states, ‘Have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?’ The cumulative message of all this repeated content about judgment is this: There is only one legitimate judge, and he is the Lord. 


The epistle contains a great deal of eschatological content. James is keenly concerned about the end times, particularly end-time judgment. He describes a great reversal between those of high status and those of low status (1:9–11; 2:5; 4:6, 10; 5:1–4). James is concerned about the looming judgment (2:12–13; 3:1; 4:12; 5:9, 12). He displays a concern that his hearers will be approved in this judgment and receive a reward (1:12; 2:14; 5:7–11) and not an unfavourable outcome (1:13–15; 2:9–13; 3:10–12; 5:12, 20). 


James repeatedly frames his exhortations as a choice between two alternatives. These dichotomies are consistent with the ‘Two Ways’ motif found in Jewish wisdom literature. Dichotomies include the lowly vs the rich (1:9–11), the results of life vs death (1:13–15), the rich vs poor (2:2–7), blessing vs cursing (3:11–12), wisdom that is earthly vs wisdom from above (3:14–18), and friendship with the world vs friendship with God (4:4). Through this pattern of binary choices, James urges his hearers to choose the better one. In other words, the repeated motif is, ‘Be like this and not like that.’ Like the Deuteronomic choice to choose good rather than evil and life rather than death (Deuteronomy 30:15–20), James urges his hearers to choose the way that leads to a favourable eschatological judgment. 


James’s exhortations are largely lived out in the community. With his repeated familial language (‘my brothers and sisters’), James demonstrates a collectivistic mindset. Piety, or religion, is demonstrated by how one treats the less fortunate (1:27). Having saving faith in James 2:14–17 is lived out through providing for the needs of a brother or sister. On the other hand, James condemns selfishness, jealousy and quarrelling, calling them demonic and ‘friendship with the world’ (3:14–16; 4:4). He urges his hearers to use their tongues for blessing others who are made in God’s image (3:9–12). He affirms the making of peace (3:17–18) and reminds the hearers of the law’s call to love their neighbours (2:8; see also 4:12). James even ends the epistle with calls to pray for one another and to bring back those who wander (5:16–20).17 


James contains more connections with the sayings of Jesus than any other New Testament document outside the Gospels.18 Most frequently, the allusions to Jesus’s sayings come from the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7) and the Sermon on the Plain (Luke 6:20–49). James writes that God gives good gifts (1:17; see Matthew 7:11; Luke 11:13), demands adherence to the whole law (2:10; see Matthew 5:19) and calls for singular loyalty (4:4; see Matthew 6:24).19 The clearest allusion occurs in James 5:12, when James writes, ‘Do not swear – not by heaven or by earth or by anything else. All you need to say is a simple “Yes” or “No”’ (see Matthew 5:34–7). 


James shows connections to the other catholic epistles, including themes like human suffering as tests of faith, faith embodied by works, and steadfast obedience leading to eternal life.20 There is a particular affinity between James and 1 Peter. Both address their audiences as diaspora (see the commentary at 1:1), demonstrate a concern for Christian suffering and allude to Proverbs 3:34 and Isaiah 40:6–8.21 


James contains many connections to the Old Testament: from concepts and quotations to even its very words. For example, there are strong parallels to Jewish thinking in the epistle’s content on the tongue, humility and wealth. Quotations from the Old Testament include Genesis 15:6 (James 2:23) and Proverbs 3:34 (James 4:6). These quotations often come from the Greek translation of the Old Testament, also called the Septuagint (LXX). There are only thirteen Greek words in James that do not occur in the LXX.22 


5. Structure


The letter of James displays evidence of how the author is organising his content. As we will discuss in the commentary, James employs the use of inclusio, a literary device that uses repeated words to bracket the intervening content into a unit of thought. These bracketed units contain themes that run through the content, indicated by the repeated words at the beginning and end. As we will discuss, there are three significant instances of inclusio found in James, which help to frame the intervening content:


1:2–4 to 1:12 and 1:12 to 1:25


1:12 to 5:11


2:12–13 to 4:11–12


The first usage of inclusio is a double usage, and it shapes the opening chapter as the introductory prologue of the letter. The brackets point to the key saying in James 1:12, which is the thesis statement of the letter. We will discuss the nature and function of James 1 in the commentary.


Key elements of the thesis statement are also repeated in 5:11. This signals that the main body of James ends at 5:11, and that the intervening material shows the value of persevering in faithfulness with the end times in view.


Finally, the key repeated elements in 2:12–13 and 4:11–12 include the law and divine judgment. These brackets signal that the intervening content urges the hearers to live in adherence to the law in both speech and deeds. They will be judged when the end comes.


In view of the usage of inclusio, the structure of James can be viewed like a fish skeleton, with the head of the fish as the prologue and the tail as the reprise of the thesis statement. We will discuss this structure as we proceed through the commentary.23


[image: A chart shaped like a stick fish skeleton with text boxes as the head, fins, and tail, quoting verses from James: (1:2-4), (1:12), (1:25), (2:12-4:12), (4:13-5:6), and (5:11)]
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The Introductory Prologue


JAMES 1


Chapter 1 of James serves as a prologue to the letter, introducing the main themes that will run through the document. After discussing the structure of the opening chapter, I will introduce how James 1:12 serves as a thesis statement, and will then provide exposition for its subsections, highlighting how they present concepts that will recur in the rest of the epistle. 


1. The cohesiveness of James 1


While a common view states that James has no continuity of thought, studies in recent decades have challenged this notion.1 James’s opening chapter shows evidence of a cohesive unit. The opening follows ancient Greek letter conventions: the identification of its author and recipients, followed by a greeting. The final content of James 1 (1:26–7) offers a transition into the rest of the letter. The intervening content, James 1:2–25, introduces the letter’s major topics. With multiple previews of the letter, the opening of James is like a constellation of stars – individual subunits that can be seen in relationship to one another. 


The opening salutation in James 1:1 ends with greetings (chairein), which connects to the word ‘joy’ (charan) in 1:2. The exhortation of 1:2–4, as we will discuss below, is a chain-saying that ends with the concept of ‘lacking’. The next subsection, 1:5–8, ties to the previous section through the term ‘lacks’.2 Also, the concept of wisdom as necessary to being ‘mature and complete’ (verse 4) ties 1:5–8 with the previous subsection. Next, James 1:9–11 contrasts the condemnation of the double-minded (1:8) and the favourable assessment of the ‘believers in humble circumstances’ (1:9).3


James 1:12 fits into the opening as a transitional statement. First, it connects to 1:2–3 through the common concepts of trial, test, perseverance and the end-time ‘high position’ in 1:9.4 Second, James 1:12 connects with the content proceeding after it. The noun ‘trial’ (peirasmon) in 1:12 is a cognate of the terms for ‘tempt’ (peirazō) in 1:13. An easily overlooked connection occurs between James 1:12 and 1:25, which share the concepts of blessing and perseverance. Thus, James 1:12 serves as an overlapping transition, akin to a fulcrum on a seesaw. As we will see, this shows evidence for an opening formula with repeated elements, as James 1:12 ends the previous section and starts the next. We will discuss the function of 1:12 below.


James 1:13–18 develops the concepts of God as the source of good gifts and not temptation, held together by the imagery of birthing.5 Next, the content starting at James 1:19 connects to 1:13–18 through several elements, including ‘word’ (1:18, 21, 22, 23) and being deceived (1:16, 22, 26).6 In 1:19, James’s three-part exhortation is expanded by the following sections: being quick to listen (1:22–5), slow to speak (1:26) and slow to anger (1:20–21). The two statements of ‘religion’ in 1:26–7 connect to previous content through the concepts of being deceived (see 1:16, 22) and having God as the Father (1:17).7


2. James 1:12 as a thesis statement


James 1:12 fits best as a standalone statement that serves as an overlapping transition. This saying is the thesis, or summary statement, not just for the opening of James, but also for the entire epistle: ‘Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial because, having stood the test, that person will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him.’ Set between the salutation (1:1) and transitionary statements (1:26–7), the prologue of James is contained in 1:2–25. As discussed above, James 1:12 has notable connections with both the beginning and end of this content:
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The connections between the beginning, middle and end of the prologue form a double inclusio: the framing of a unit of text using repeated terms in its opening and closing. The content of 1:2–4 and 1:25 point to the fulcrum of this double inclusio: James 1:12. 


James 1:12 also has connections the end of the epistle’s body at 5:11. There, the terms describing blessing and perseverance are repeated. Thus, James displays a grand inclusio between the fulcrum saying in 1:12 and the closing content in 5:11, framing the content in between.
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James 1:12, with its connections to 1:2–4, 1:25 and 5:11, serves as a key saying that previews the main message the epistle. As the epistle unfolds, we will see that James urges his hearers to choose the better of two options with each exhortation. As discussed above, the concept of judgment is dispersed throughout the epistle, with God being the rightful judge in the end. Throughout the letter, James conveys that, if his hearers choose the better of two options, they can look forward to a favourable judgment in the end. James 1:12 sums up the epistle’s message: ‘Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial because, having stood the test, that person will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him.’
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Prologue 1: Trials, Wisdom and the Lowly



JAMES 1:1–12


James 1 serves as a prologue that contains words and concepts that will be developed later in the epistle. There is ample support for the opening of ancient Greek letters serving this function. For example, epistles attributed to Paul, after the salutation, typically have content that previews the main topics of the epistle.1 Also, there exists support that ancient Greek letters repeat the introductory material, creating a twofold introduction like James does in 1:2–4 and 1:12.2 


In the commentary that follows, I will explain how each subsection of the introductory prologue presents topics that will recur later. For the modern expositor, the prologue can be delineated as two large teaching sections: (a) 1:1–12 and (b) 1:13–27. Alternatively, James 1 can be taught as one unit, with the subdivisions as outlined below.




1James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ,


To the twelve tribes scattered among the nations:


Greetings.


Trials and temptations


2Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters,a whenever you face trials of many kinds, 3because you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance. 4Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything. 5If any of you lacks wisdom, you should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to you. 6But when you ask, you must believe and not doubt, because the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. 7That person should not expect to receive anything from the Lord. 8Such a person is double-minded and unstable in all they do.


9Believers in humble circumstances ought to take pride in their high position. 10But the rich should take pride in their humiliation – since they will pass away like a wild flower. 11For the sun rises with scorching heat and withers the plant; its blossom falls and its beauty is destroyed. In the same way, the rich will fade away even while they go about their business.


12Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial because, having stood the test, that person will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him.


a 2 The Greek word for brothers and sisters (adelphoi) refers here to believers, both men and women, as part of God’s family; also in verses 16 and 19; and in 2:1, 5, 14; 3:10, 12; 4:11; 5:7, 9, 10, 12, 19.






1. Salutation • James 1:1



The author identifies himself as James, listing no qualifications or credentials. While he is a leader of the Jerusalem church and the brother of Jesus, he describes himself as a ‘servant’. A more specific rendering would be slave. This particular sort of ‘servant’ cannot choose employment, but is bound. James identifies himself not by his familial tie with the Lord, but through his bonded servitude to him.3 


While the phrase ‘Lord Jesus Christ’ (also see 2:1) suggests that the letter’s recipients are Christians, the designation of ‘the twelve tribes scattered among the nations’ indicates that these particular Christians are Jews living outside their ancestral homeland. While ‘Israel’ alone could refer to non-Jews,4 the phrase ‘twelve tribes’ particularly evokes the nation of Israel. The qualifier ‘scattered among the nations’ is the term diaspora, commonly used for the dispersion of the Jews among the Gentiles.5 This entire designation suggests ethnic Jews scattered outside their ancestral homeland. 


If the hearers of James are indeed Jews in the diaspora, they face marginalisation. They could have been forcibly scattered because of the persecution described in Acts 8:1–4 and 11:19. But whether they were forcibly relocated like modern-day refugees or willingly relocated like modern-day immigrants, they are minorities. Because they are Jewish, they are marginalised in their new lands.6 They are also marginalised because they are Christ-followers during the infancy of the church. They live in pagan societies that do not support their Christ-centred values. They are likely treated differently and even discriminated against because of the way they dress, the way they speak, or their unusual names. Throughout this commentary, we will set the words of James within the context of the minority experience of these hearers, the twelve tribes scattered among the nations.


Notably, ‘James’ is the Greek form of ‘Jacob’. James may be drawing on his name and using the designation ‘twelve tribes’ to invoke the type of relationship the patriarch Jacob had with his twelve sons, exhorting and directing them. 



2. Trials lead to maturity • James 1:2–4



Rather than a thanksgiving statement common to New Testament epistles (such as in Philippians 1:3; Philemon 4), James begins with a command. He exhorts his hearers to ‘consider it pure joy’ when they face trials. James is urging his hearers to have joy – not as an emotion from within, but as a conscious decision to consider something to be the case,7 which results in gladdening. In other words, this is not a command to feel a certain way, but to think a certain way. Like Paul’s command to ‘take captive every thought’ (2 Corinthians 10:5), this rejoicing takes discipline. 


Regarding these trials, we must first establish what James is not writing about. These are not difficulties that come because of immoral actions, unwise decisions or lack of discipline. Modern examples might include being expelled from school for cheating, catching a disease from consensual sexual relations or losing a friend because we betrayed a secret.8 These bring difficulties, but they are not what James has in mind. Furthermore, these trials do not reflect a belief akin to karma, the view that difficult circumstances come because of one’s past evil deeds. 


Rather, these trials in James 1:2 refer to difficulties that come by no fault of one’s own. There is nothing one can do about these challenging situations. Generally, this sort of trial can include unexpected disease, unforeseen disasters and being persecuted because of one’s faith.


The term for ‘trials’ can indicate either (a) difficult tests from outside oneself, or (b) temptations – enticements to give into sinful desires inside oneself. The fact that the hearers ‘face’ them indicates that the first type of test is in view. As minorities in their new lands, James’s hearers are marginalised. Diaspora Jews often did not have access to certain rights and privileges.9 These diverse trials are likely associated with their being different and underprivileged. 


James 1:2 recalls Jesus’s teaching about the vine and the vinedresser in John 15:2–3. There, he discusses fruitless branches and fruit-bearing ones. Jesus assures his disciples that they are already in the latter category. Fruit-bearing branches get pruned by the vinedresser. Like trials, pruning is unpleasant, but a Christ-follower is going through the painful process for their own good.


Trials often bring anger and sadness. Followers of Christ, when facing trials, may ask, ‘Where is God in all of this? Doesn’t God love me? How do I follow Jesus when life is so hard?’ The hearers of James probably ask similar questions. Perhaps like modern immigrants, they are unable to access the more honourable professions they had in their previous homeland, and are relegated to the labour class. Perhaps their children are bullied for being different. Perhaps they are being cheated or harassed in the marketplaces.10
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