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A.  Author and Authenticity.

1.  The name ‘James’ occurs forty-two times in the NT and refers to at least four different men. 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.”



a.  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 better-known Judas Iscariot.



b.  James the son of Alphaeus is rather obscure, mentioned only in lists of apostles such as this one (cf. also Mk 3:18; Mt 10:3; Lk 6:15) and perhaps in Mark 15:40 ("James the younger") and Mt 27:56.  He was probably not well known enough to have written an authoritative letter to Christians under his own name alone.



c.  James the son of Zebedee was put to death by Herod Agrippa I (Acts 12:2), about A.D. 44, and we probably should not date the letter of James quite this early.



d. This leaves us with the other prominent James in the NT: James the brother of the Lord.




(1)  He is mentioned in the Gospels (Mt 13:55; Mk 6:3), but he became a follower of Jesus only after the resurrection (cf. 1 Cor 15:7 and Jn 7:5).  Even though an unbeliever until after the resurrection of his brother, James had great respect for Jesus, but could not agree with His methods.  It was His resurrection that caused the change.  James and the other brothers of Jesus remained estranged from Him throughout the time of Jesus' earthly ministry (see Mt 12:46; Jn 7:5).  When Jesus’ mother and brothers came to see Him, He contrasted them with His ‘true family’, those who do the will of God (Mk 3:31-34 and parallel passages).  So, the fact that James was Jesus’ brother did not bring him spiritual insight; nor was it the basis for his position and authority in the early church.



(2)  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).


2.   None of the other Jameses mentioned in the NT lived long enough or was prominent enough to write this letter without identifying himself any further than he does.


3.  Christians have traditionally identified the author of the letter with James the brother of the Lord.  The very fact that James was accepted as a canonical book, then, presumes that the early Christians who made this decision were sure that James wrote it.  Those who have a problem thinking that James of Jerusalem could have written the Greek we find in the letter propose that he may have used an amanuensis.  We have solid evidence from extrabiblical literature and from the NT itself (cf. Rom 16:21) that such amanuenses were regularly used. And James may well have done the same.
B.  Canonicity.


1.  External Evidence.



a.  Origen (died 253) is the first to cite James by name. He attributes the letter to James, "the apostle," and cites the letter as Scripture.  In the Latin translation of Origen's works, the author is more explicitly identified as "the brother of the Lord." 


b.  In the early fourth century, the historian Eusebius both cites James and regards the letter as canonical. However, he also relegates it to the status of a "disputed book" in his survey of the state of the canon in his day. The doubts about James probably came from the Syrian church, where the general letters were often rejected. Theodore of Mopsuestia, one of the most influential Syrian theologians refused to accept into the canon any of the general letters.



c.   James was included in the fifth-century Syriac translation of the NT, and it is quoted with approval by two other giants of the eastern church: Chrysostom (died 407) and Theodoret (died 458).



d.  The earliest undisputed reference to James in the western church comes only in the middle of the fourth century (Hilary of Poitiers and Ambrosiaster).



e.    Decisive for James's eventual place in the canon of the western church was the endorsement of the major figure Jerome.  He included James in his Latin translation and cited it frequently. Moreover, he explicitly identified the author as the brother of the Lord. Augustine followed suit.



f.  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.  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.  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.

2.  Internal Evidence.  The case for authorship to this point is inferential: a well-known James must have written the letter, and the brother of the Lord is the only James we know of who fits the profile.  Proof is unavailable.  But several circumstances about the letter at least corroborate this conclusion.



a.  First, the letter has a few suggestive similarities to the wording of the speech given by James of Jerusalem, the brother of the Lord, at the Apostolic Council (Acts 15:13-21) and to the letter subsequently sent out by him to Gentiles in northern Syria and southern Asia Minor (Acts 15:23-29).



(1)  The epistolary "greetings" occurs in Jam 1:1 and Acts 15:23, and elsewhere only in Acts 23:26.



(2)  The use of "name" (onoma) as the subject of the passive form of the verb "call" (kaleo) is peculiar, yet is found in both Jam 2:7 and Acts 15:17.




(3)  The appeal "listen, my brothers" occurs in both Jam 2:5 and Acts 15:13.




(4)  The Greek of the letter is idiomatic and even contains some literary flourishes. The author employs some words and phrases derived from Greek philosophy and religion (e.g., "the cycle of nature" in 3:6).  While more polished and closer to the "higher koine" than most NT Greek, the Greek of James is far from literary Greek. The alleged technical philosophical and religious terminology in the letter proves, on closer examination, to involve words and phrases that seem to have found a place in the mainstream of the language. They are the kinds of words that an ordinary educated person, familiar with the Hellenistic world, would have known.  Current research shows that many Palestinians, especially in Galilee and even from poor families, would have grown up with fluency in Greek.



(5)  The Jewish people were the most literary of all the Mediterranean nations and used a Greek Bible as their source of Scripture.  [They had to have a Greek Bible by 250 B.C. because they no longer understood their own Hebrew.  If they had become so fluent in Koine Greek by 250 B.C. that they needed a Greek Bible, how much more fluent had they become 300 years later at the time when James wrote.  Certainly he grew up being just as fluent in Koine Greek as his forefathers for the previous 300 hundred years.]



(6)  The fact that James does not mention himself as the brother of the Lord Jesus Christ shows that he understood the doctrine taught by Paul in 2 Cor 5:16 long before it was written by Paul, “Consequently from now on we recognize and honor no one because of human standards (viewpoint).  Even though we have acknowledged and recognized Christ on the basis of human standards, certainly now we no longer recognize and acknowledge [Him].”  James would apply this doctrine to himself and refrain from claiming any advantages due to family ties with Christ.


b.  Second, the circumstances reflected in the letter fit the date and situation in which James of Jerusalem would be writing.  Briefly, the readers seem to have been Jewish Christians who have left their homes in Palestine and are facing economic distress, including persecution at the hands of wealthy landowners.  James ministered mainly to Jewish Christians. The middle first century in the Middle East was marred by famine (Acts 11:28) and general economic distress as well as by a tendency for wealthy people to buy up land and force farmers to work their land on their own terms (cf. Jam 5:1-6).  As leader of the Jerusalem church, 

James would have been in a perfect position to address a letter to Jewish Christians who had been forced to flee from Jerusalem and its confines because of persecution. In fact, the situation Luke describes in Acts 11:19 fits very neatly with this scenario: "Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch, telling the message only to Jews."



c.  Its primitive Christian theology.  James depends more than any other NT author on the teaching of Jesus.  He weaves Jesus' teaching into the very fabric of his own instruction - 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 letter also betrays a striking number of similarities to the words and emphases of a certain segment of Hellenistic Judaism.


d.  There are many obvious parallels between what James says and what Matthew quotes from the Sermon on the Mount, but the parallels show no dependence upon Matthew, but rather suggest that James is reproducing reminiscences of the direct oral teaching he had heard.


e.  Most decisive is the fact that verse one declares that this is written by a believer named James.  If we truly believe in the inspiration of Scripture (All Scripture is God-breathed), then this was not written by a redactor or editor, or fellow Christian in the late first century or early second century.  It is exactly what it claims it is—a letter from James, the half-brother of our Lord, the pastor of the church at Jerusalem, who was given the spiritual gift of “apostle” (1 Cor 15:7) just as it was given to Paul, Peter, John, and others.

C. The Readers and Their Situation.

1.  The letter reveals quite a lot about the people to whom it was written.  



a.  First, they were almost certainly Jews.  This is suggested by references to distinctive Jewish institutions and beliefs.




(1)  The believers James addresses meet in a "synagogue" (2:2).




(2)  They share with the author the assumption that monotheism is a foundational belief (2:19).




(3)  They share with the author the belief that the law is central to God's dealings with his people (1:21, 24-25; 2:8-13; 4:11-12).




(4)  They understand the imagery of the marriage relationship to indicate the nature of the relationship between God and his people (4:4). 


b.  “The twelve tribes scattered among the nations” (1:1) certainly appears at first sight to be a reference to the Jewish people who live in the "diaspora."  But this initial conclusion is not so clear on closer examination.  Intertestamental Judaism used the language of "the twelve tribes" to denote the true people of God in the last days.  And since the early Christians came to understand that God's eschatological people included both Gentiles and Jews, James may have "transferred" the term from its original Jewish roots and applied it broadly to the church of his day (just as Peter does in 1 Pet 1:1).  While this interpretation is possible, the Jewish atmosphere of James, along with the probable early date of the letter, makes it more likely that the reference is more literal. The word suggests that the people to whom James writes are living outside the confines of Israel and also implies that they are Jews.



c.  The displaced status of these Jewish Christians has brought to the surface some basic spiritual issues; and it is to these spiritual issues that the author directs his exhortations.



d.  The fact that the readers have been "dispersed," forced to live away from their home country, helps explain a second major characteristic of the readers of the letter: their poverty and oppressed condition. Wealthy landowners take advantage of them (5:4-6); rich people haul them into court (2:6) and scorn their faith (2:7).  Jam 1:10 yields the conclusion that some wealthy believers were also to be found in the community that James addresses. This conclusion is reinforced by the admonitions to traveling merchants in 4:13-17. Careful reading of the letter prevents us from simply identifying the readers with the poor and their oppressors with the rich.


e.  In pre-70 Palestine, then, and to a large extent in post-70 as well, one finds a cultural situation in which the majority of the population consists of peasants subsisting on a small plot of land. The size of their plots and conditions favoring a growing population forced all males but the eldest son into trade (if they were lucky) or unskilled labor.  Even the resources of the eldest son were so small that given the occurrence of drought or similar calamity he was often forced to mortgage his fields to survive.  Religious regulations compounded the economic pressure upon him.  Continued poor harvests and the economic power of the wealthy land-owner (who had loaned him seed or money at rates favorable to the landowner) would frequently force him off his land.  Many of these landless peasants became hired laborers or tenant farmers-often on the land they had once owned-who were open to continued economic exploitation by the wealthy. The rapaciousness of the leading political figures, including the family of the high priest, was notorious during this time.  The weight of heavy taxation and misgovernment added to the other economic burdens.



f.  One can easily picture a setting for James during the last three decades before the first Jewish War.  It was after the death of Herod Agrippa I that there was a severe deterioration in the internal stability of Palestine as well as a series of famines. Also, as the Pauline letters show, 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 settling into a 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 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, the Zealots were for the poor, as their incineration of the debt records shows.  James fits such a setting.  In Acts, James the Just is portrayed as a mediator, a moderator (15:13-21; 21:18-26). The book fits this picture.  Against the rich, James levels stinging eschatological denunciation in line with the strongest words of Jesus (Lk 6:24-26).  His church is the church of the poor.  The Jewish piety shines through, but it is coupled with fervent eschatological expectation.  Yet for all his sympathy for the poor, James refuses to join the Zealots.  He demands that Christians give up the world.  The desire to find financial security is in fact demonic, a test.  Furthermore, he calls for the rejection of hatred and strife (4:1-3), abusive words (3:5b-12), and anger (1:19-20).  No oaths are to be taken (5:12), including those to the Zealot cause.  The focus of these demands is on the community.  James is most concerned about the breakdown of unity, love, and charity within the church.  The tests of faith were breaking the church apart as people yielded to pressure.  Thus the work is perhaps the last picture one has of the Palestinian church before the storms of war closed over it.



g.  But while the letter does not single out individuals or places, it pretty clearly 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.  James is therefore more a "literary" than a personal letter.


h.  Humble James writes pastorally to “the twelve tribes scattered among the nations.”  The Jews’ scattering, known as the Diaspora, began in 722 b.c. when the Assyrians deported the ten northern tribes.  Later the southern tribes suffered the same fate when the Babylonians took them captive in 586.  Because of this, Jews were spread all over Mesopotamia, around the Mediterranean, and into Asia Minor and Europe (cf. Acts 2:5, 9–11).  Some of the major cities of the world—Alexandria, for example—had large populations of expatriate Jews. Also, when Jewish Christians were first persecuted in Jerusalem after the death of Stephen, they fled first to Judea and Samaria (Acts 8:1) and then to Jewish communities around the Mediterranean (Acts 11:19-20).  Tragically these Jewish Christians were not taken in by their expatriate Jewish kinsmen, but rather were rejected and persecuted.  Further, refused protection by the Jewish community, these Jewish Christians were exploited by the Gentiles. Homeless and disenfranchised, they were robbed of what possessions they had, hauled into court, and subjected to the Gentile elite.  They had less standing than slaves. They became religious, social and economic pariahs.  It is to these Jewish Christian brothers, mistreated ex-parishioners of James’ church, that Pastor James sends his letter.
 

 
2.  The general outlook of the believers was immature.  This immaturity can be seen in their zealousness for the Law coupled with a failure to practice it (cf. 1:22ff; 2:8ff).  They had in fact brought into the church many of the failings of Judaism.
D.  Date and Location.


1.  It must have been written before A.D. 62, when James suffered a martyr's death.  



a.  Once the Jerusalem church was structured, James (accompanied by the elders) was portrayed as the presiding leader and spokesman.  Hegesippus, an early second-century Christian, describes James's death in his Memoirs (which have survived only in fragments quoted by other authors, mainly Eusebius).  He claims that James was stoned to death by the scribes and Pharisees for refusing to renounce his commitment to Jesus.  


b.  The Jewish historian Josephus confirms the essentials of this story, and he also enables us to date the incident to A.D. 62.  He was executed by stoning in the early 60s at the instigation of the high priest Ananus II who, when the Roman prefect was absent, convened a Sanhedrin and accused James ("the brother of Jesus who was called the Messiah") of having transgressed the Law.  "So Ananus, being that kind of a man, and thinking that he had got a good opportunity because Festus was dead and Albinus not yet arrived, holds a judicial council; and he brought before it the brother of Jesus who was called Christ,-James was his name,-and some others, and on the charge of violating the Law he gave them over to be stoned."  (Cited by James H. Ropes, The International Critical Commentary, 1978, p.64.).


2.  None of the problems that arise in the letter are 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.


3.  Two indications favor a quite early date for this letter, sometime perhaps in the middle 40’s.



a.  First, is the probable relationship between James's teaching on justification in chapter two and Paul's teaching on the same topic.




(1)  James shows awareness of Paul's distinctive emphasis on “justification by faith alone," but does not really come to grips with what Paul meant by this doctrine.  [James either did not clearly understand Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith, or was teaching an entirely different subject about faith, the latter of which can only be true, since if James did not understand salvation by faith alone in Christ alone, then he was not saved; he would still be depending upon faith plus works for salvation, which is no salvation at all.  Hence, God the Holy Spirit would not permit him to author a book of Scripture.  Therefore, we must conclude that James was saved, and therefore understood the concept of justification by faith, at least in its elementary form and was teaching an entirely different concept about faith, that is, the function of the faith-rest drill as a problem-solving device in the spiritual life, which was the spiritual life of Israel, and would be perfectly understandable to his Jewish audience.]




(2)  Such a misunderstanding of Paul's teaching is unlikely after the two had met and hashed out a consensus on the requirements to be imposed on Gentiles for entry into the people of God at the Apostolic Council in A.D. 48 or 49 (Acts 15). [There could have been misunderstanding before the Jerusalem council but not after it, which means that this letter was more likely written before the Jerusalem Council than after it.]




(3)  Paul's preaching in Tarsus from about 36 (Acts 9:30; Gal 1:21) and in Antioch from about 45 on (Acts 11:25-26) had been misunderstood by some who heard him. They were apparently using the slogan ‘justification by faith alone’ as an excuse for neglecting a commitment to discipleship and practical Christian living.  It is this ‘perverted Paulinism’ that James attacks in chapter two.  On the other hand, “probability favors the view that Paul is aware of a perversion of James’ teaching (taking James’ teaching and trying to make it say that salvation is by keeping the Law).  In reality, it is more likely possible that Paul and James are dealing with different problems.



(4)  James probably did not even know that Paul's teaching was the jumping-off point for the view he is opposing.  Had he known what Paul truly preached (as he would have after 50 A.D.), he would have put matters differently than he did.




(5)  Either Paul and James are unaware of what the other is saying, or one of them is responding to a misunderstood form of the other's theology.  Most scholars think the latter is the case and that James is reacting to a misunderstood Paulinism. They reach that conclusion because the slogan "justification by faith," to which James is responding, was so uniquely associated with Paul in the early church.  The debate in 2:14ff betrays a complete ignorance of the polemical [controversial] intent of Pauline theology.  If, indeed, James 2 fails to come to grips with the real point of Paul's teaching and the letter is written after A.D. 48 or so, when James and Paul met at the Jerusalem Council, then indeed it is difficult to attribute the letter to James of Jerusalem.  But suppose the letter was written before A.D. 48.  James would not yet have had direct contact with Paul.  [That’s incorrect—Gal 1:18-19 clearly states that three years after his salvation Paul went to Jerusalem and spent two weeks with Peter, and also saw James, the Lord’s half-brother.  After his three years of theological training in Arabia, Paul knew exactly that justification was by faith alone, and probably would have discussed this with both Peter and James before heading off to teach it for the next fifteen years.]  All he would know about Paul's "justification by faith alone" would come to him indirectly - and perhaps perverted by those who had heard Paul and misunderstood [or deliberately distorted] what he was saying.  Galatians [A.D. 55] already presents a fully developed doctrine of justification. Christians living in the area possibly addressed by James (Syria) would have had ample opportunity to hear Paul as he preached in Tarsus and, later, Antioch [and Damascus]. On this scenario, James betrays a ‘complete ignorance of the polemical [doctrinal] intent of Pauline theology’ because James did not yet have direct knowledge of Paul's teaching.



b.  A second indication of a relatively early date for the letter is the absence of any awareness of the conflict over torah [keeping the Law] that emerged in the early church as a result of the Gentile mission.  Circumcision is not mentioned, which indicates that the controversy surrounding it, that was raised at the Jerusalem council, had not yet occurred; therefore, suggesting a date prior to 50 A.D.



(1) Again, it was in about A.D. 47-48 that this issue first came to the forefront in the early church. Acts 15:1, “Some. men came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the brothers, ‘Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses you cannot be saved’.”




(2)  It is clear from Acts 15 that the crucial issue of the basis on which Gentiles should be admitted to the church had not been decided.  The Apostolic Council sat to decide this matter, and James was the leader of that assembly. So from this time on James would have been well aware of the question of torah as it related to Gentiles.  But James's casual references to torah in this letter (1:24-25; 2:8-13) make more sense if this issue had not yet arisen.


4.  For these reasons, James was probably written in the middle 40’s, perhaps just before the Apostolic Council. This period witnessed some severe economic crises (there was a famine in Judea in A.D. 46 [Acts 11:28]) and the beginning of the serious social-political-religious upheavals that would culminate in the Jewish war of rebellion in 66-70.

5.  Because it was composed before Paul’s writings, James discusses the subject of faith and works independently from Paul’s teaching.  James and Paul do not contradict each other, but rather supplement each other. James approaches faith subjectively—in the sense of trust or confidence in the Lord, while Paul explains it objectively—as the instrument by which a believer is justified before God.
 


6.  Peter Davids, New International Greek Testament Commentary, 1982, p.22, “Gerhard Kittel appears to be correct in arguing for an early date for the book, in that the source material probably was early, and this means that this material is probably by James the Just.”


7.  The letter was most likely written from Jerusalem where James ministered and was martyred.

E.  Structure.

1.   Some scholars think that there is no structure to James, because it is an example of New Testament “wisdom” literature, such as Proverbs in the OT.  For example:



a.  “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. Perhaps the closest we can get to anything specific is to think of James as a sermon or homily.”



b.  “Striking to both the ancient and modern reader alike is the letter's lack of clear organization. The author moves quickly from topic to topic, and the logical relationship of the topics is often not at all clear.  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.”


2.  However, James consists of several substantial blocks of teaching on specific topics (2:1-13; 2:14-26; 3:1-12; 5:1-6).

3.  As a unit, then, James begins with an epistolary introduction (1:1) and moves via a catchword into the double opening statement (1:2-27).


a.  The first segment introduces the themes of testing, wisdom, and wealth (1:2-11).


b.  The second segment recapitulates these themes in terms of testing, speech, and generosity/doing (1:12-25), with a summary and transition segment (1:26-27). It is important to note that the second segment is not mere recapitulation, but that as the themes are taken up again they are developed and merged. Thus the testing theme discusses the problem of failure in the test (i.e. testing God), the wisdom theme is developed in terms of pure speech (as will also happen in 3:1-18), and the wealth theme is developed in terms of obedience and sharing. The inner unity among the themes begins to appear, with the result that the borders between the themes merge, as will also happen in chapter four. 


c.  The major blocks of material in the book take up the themes in reverse order, giving a chiastic effect.
F.  The Theme of the Letter.


1.  The thematic center of the letter is that the author warns his readers that "friendship with the world is hatred toward God" (4:4).


a.  One component of "pure and faultless" religion is "to keep oneself from being polluted by the world" (1:27).


b.  The worldliness of the church takes many forms: a fawning deference to the rich and callous indifference to the poor (2:1-4).



c.  Uncontrolled, critical speech (3:9-12; 4:11-12; 5:9).



d.  Wisdom that is "earthly, unspiritual, of the devil" (3:15), leading to violent quarrels (4:1-3); arrogance (4:13-17); and, most basically, "double-mindedness" (1:8; 4:8), a spiritual schizophrenia that interferes with prayer (1:5-8) and leads to a failure to put into practice what one professes to believe (1:21-27; 2:14-26).


e.  James's overall message is a call to repent from such compromising spirituality (4:4-10) and to intervene in the lives of those people who are straying down so dangerous a path (5:19-20).

G.  The Viewpoint and Motivation of James.

1.  James was not an extreme legalist, for both Acts 15 and Gal 2 agree that he sided with Paul in declaring that the Gentiles did not have to be circumcised when they came to believe in Christ.  James was still devoted to the Law and zealous for the continuation of Jewish ritual requirements.  His outlook was correspondingly limited.  The full freedom of the gospel had not yet reached him.  He lived in an age of transition.

2.  The picture of James as “an advocate of hidebound Jewish-Christian piety” is a legend with no basis in fact.  However, James had a legalistic trend in his sin nature when he got out of fellowship.



a.  The speech that appears on his lips in Acts 15:13-21 offers the most traditional reason for the acceptance of Gentiles by applying to them elements of Lev 17-18 applicable to strangers living within Israel.  They had to keep some elements of the Law.



b.  Paul interpreted the decision at Jerusalem to mean freedom from the Law for Gentile converts, but at Antioch "certain men came from James" and challenged the mingling at table of Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians who did not observe the food laws.  It is "certain men ... from James" who come to Antioch insisting that Jewish Christians observe kosher food laws and stop eating with Gentiles (Gal 2:11-13).



c.  According to Acts 21:18-25, when Paul arrived at Jerusalem about 58, James told him how many Jews had been converted in Jerusalem [and were keeping the Law] and instructed him to be purified and go to the Temple [a legalistic act for which Paul was severely disciplined].   It is James who requests that Paul demonstrate his loyalty to Judaism by undertaking to pay for and participate in purification rites in the Jerusalem temple (Acts 21:20-25).

3.  James may have been especially concerned that news of Gentiles and Jews eating together would make the evangelism of Jews in Jerusalem all the more difficult.  James's request to Paul in Acts 21 reflects a similar concern.  Situated in Jerusalem and with a growing radical Jewish movement (the Zealots) with which to contend, James was anxious to show that Jews who recognized Jesus as their Messiah were not traitors to the Jewish tradition or to the Jewish people.  Torah-observance and worship of Jesus the Messiah could exist together.  To this extent, the NT confirms what seems to be the authentic element in the traditions about James: he was personally loyal to torah and sought in every way possible to maintain ties between the emerging early Christian movement and the Judaism in which he had been nurtured and in which he ministered.

4.  Nothing in James implies that he insisted on obedience to these ethical commands at the expense of observance of the ritual law.  He is simply silent about the ritual law – presumably because it was not an issue in the communities he was addressing.  James introduces only topics that were matters of concern for the people to whom he was writing.  If they were, as we think, Jewish Christians who had fled Jerusalem but who had not yet mixed with Gentiles in worship, then observance of torah may not even have come up as an issue. What had come up was a failure to live out the basic ethical emphasis of torah; and James, much like Jesus in his day, focuses naturally on this matter.

H.  Theology of the Letter.

1.  The letter of James contains a higher frequency of imperative verbs (56) than any other NT book. James's purpose is clearly not so much to inform as to chastise, exhort, and encourage. It is not that James is unconcerned with theology or that he does not have solid theological basis for his commands.  It is, rather, that he touches only briefly and allusively on the theology while concentrating on the practical outworking of the theology. 

2.  James is writing to rebuke and exhort former parishioners about certain specific problems in their Christian practice.  And, 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.

3.  Several of the issues James takes up in the letter appear also in Leviticus 19. The "love command," of course, comes in verse 18 of that chapter (Jam 2:8).  But the chapter also rebukes false swearing (v. 12; cf. Jam 5:12), the withholding of wages (v. 13; cf. Jam 5:5), partiality (v. 15; Jam 2:1-7), and slander (v. 16; cf. Jam 4:11-12).


4.  "Law" for him is no longer the OT law, torah; it is the teaching of Jesus, the "law" of the kingdom, which includes both the invitation to salvation and the requirements for life in that kingdom.


5.  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 a statement of modern day theological legalism, which teaches that if you don’t act like you have been saved after “being saved” then you were not saved in the first place.  James is the book upon which all modern legalists hang their hat.  They do so by mixing the “faith” of salvation taught by Paul with the “faith” of the spiritual life taught by James.]

6.  James and Paul appear to be in complete agreement [on the use of the faith-rest drill as the means of executing the spiritual life and so attaining eternal blessing].  For Paul also, in the famous words of Gal 5:6 says, it is "faith working through love" that secures the inheritance of God.

7.  “Paul and James did not do the law, then, to ‘get in’ but to ‘stay in’.”  [This is a legalistic statement at its core.  It means that you had to keep the Law in order to stay in the covenant relationship with God, and if you did not keep the Law, then you lost your salvation.]

8.  We must therefore reckon with the strong possibility that many Jews, and perhaps even some major Jewish groups, were more "legalistic" than the generalized picture of covenantal nomism would suggest.


a.  Jewish soteriology required human beings to cooperate with God's grace through obedience to the law for salvation.  [A true statement of the legalistic problem of Judaism, which has come into the Church today.]



b.  James implies that the Christian life begins through an act of God's grace: as one of his greatest gifts, he "chose to give us birth through the word of truth" (1:18).


c. Faith in Christ is the foundation for our relationship to God (2:1); like Abraham, Christians believe God and thereby find righteousness (2:22-23).


d. [Here comes the modern day legalism again.]  But, James insists, final salvation, deliverance in the judgment of God - "justification" in James 2 - takes into account one's works.  In "new covenant" terms: one "gets into" relationship with God by faith in Christ, but "stays in" that relationship through obedience to the "royal law" (2:8). 


9.  Roman Catholic as well as Protestant theologians speak bluntly of two "justifications": the initial act of acceptance (Paul) and the final vindication (James). 


a.  The first justification is based on faith alone; the second, however, is based on works in addition to faith.  But, it is questionable whether such a conclusion is fair to Paul.



(1)  Paul teaches a synergistic view. "Justification by faith," as Paul expounds it in Romans 1-8, means two things:




(a)  a person is brought into relationship with God by faith alone, with no basis whatsoever in "works"; and 





(b) the verdict of justification is final: it guarantees ultimate salvation.



(2)  Paul, in other words, teaches a monergistic [one work] view of salvation: God Himself provides it. To be sure, Christians must respond to God's work of grace: "works" are important in Paul also. But, "works" are themselves the "work" of God (e.g., Phil 2:13), "fruit" that the Spirit produces within us. Without therefore diminishing the importance of human response in Paul, we cannot legitimately categorize his view as synergistic.


b.  "Justification" in James 2 is God's ultimate vindication of the Christian in the judgment.  What James talks about in chapter two should be categorized under the theological term “judgment.”




(1)  The answer to the problem lies in reading 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.



(2)  James is not arguing that a Christian must "add" works to faith; he insists that true saving faith will "work."



(3)  Faith alone brings one into relationship with God in Christ - but true faith inevitably generates the works that God will take into account in His final decision about the fate of men and women.  [The believer who becomes a reversionist immediately is still saved, but never produces any “works” and is judged by God in eternity for this.  The legalist doesn’t see it this way.  The legalist says, “If the person doesn’t produce any evidence of salvation by their works, then they were never saved to begin with.”]



(4)  Works, claims Paul, have no role in getting us into relationship with God.  Works, insists James, do have a role in securing God's vindication in the judgment.  Only a faith that issues in works is genuinely saving faith.  [That’s the legalistic interpretation of what James is saying, which is not correct.]




(5)  Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James, 2000, p. 43, states, “James recognizes that Christians continue to sin (see 3:2), so he clearly does not expect 100 percent conformity to the will of God.  But how high must the percentage be?  How many works are necessary to validate true, saving faith?  [None!]  James, of course, gives no answer.  [Because there is no answer.  What is hypothesized here is false doctrine.]  But, what we can say with confidence on the basis of James's teaching is that the claim of anyone who is totally unconcerned to lead a life of obedience to God to have saving faith must be questioned.  [A true legalistic statement, if there ever was one.]”


c.  Paul was arguing that observance of ritual works prescribed by the Mosaic Law, particularly circumcision, would not justify the Gentiles; faith in what God had done in Christ was required—a faith that involved a commitment of life.  [This is adding commitment to faith alone in Christ alone, another legalistic tendency.]




(1)  The writer of James is thinking of people who are already Christian and intellectually believe in Jesus (even as the devil can believe: 2:19), but have not translated that belief into life practice; and, he is insisting that their works (not ritual works prescribed by the Law but behavior that reflects love) must correspond to their faith – something with which Paul would agree, as can be seen from the "imperative" sections of his letters insisting on behavior.



(2)  If James had read Romans [which had not yet been written], he would have been able to see that Paul and he were not dealing with the same issue: Paul was not proclaiming justification through a faith that did not involve living as Christ would have his followers live.  For that reason it seems more logical to think that, when James was being written, a Pauline formula had been repeated out of context and given a misinterpretation that needed to be corrected.


d.  Even if James assumed the value and validity of the law, he is not a legalist. 




(1)  He never argues that the essence of Christianity is anything other than a commitment to God in Christ or a reception of grace from God.  The regeneration of the Christian comes through God's action in His word (1:18).  Salvation comes through the "implanted word" which must be "received in meekness" (1:21).  God gives grace to the repentant (4:6).  None of these sentiments is at all at variance with Paul.



(2)  The problem with James arises because he stresses the results of commitment to Christ and uses much of the critical theological terminology in a way different from Paul.  James has observed much verbal commitment to Christian affirmations without endurance and with a lack of practical follow-through.  One remains simply a "hearer" until the word takes root in one's heart and produces a "doer." 



(3)  The critical passage in 2:14-26 bears this out.  The argument is that verbal, intellectual assent to doctrine is meaningless unless an altered lifestyle reveals a truly salvific commitment.  [A truly legalistic statement.]




(4)  For Paul the “works” he is against are always “works of the Law,” either explicitly stated or clearly intended in the context.  These are never moral prescriptions, but rather ceremonial rites added to the work of Christ. 



(5)  In James “works” are always moral deeds.  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.



(6)  Because of this great difference in meaning the two writers focus on different incidents in Abraham's life, Paul on Gen 15:6, an initial experience where Abraham believes and is justified, and James on the final event of the testing of Abraham, where the salvation of Isaac showed for Jewish tradition that Abraham had been righteous.




(7)  James believes that through a gracious act of God one becomes a Christian. One's response to this act is repentance and faith from one's entire being. This commitment ought to be expressed through appropriate moral action, the fruit of the renewed life. The authoritative guide to the character of this action is the sayings of Jesus.
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