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Whatever else has been said about the Epistle of James, one thing remains certain: James is an intensely practical letter. “It is no accident,” writes one commentator, “that it includes the famous passage about doing what the Word says (1:22-25) and the controversial one about showing faith by our deeds (2:14-26). These deeds are various: responding well to trials (1:2-4, 12; 5:7-12), praying fervently and effectively (1:5-8; 5:13-18), keeping our tongues under control (1:19-20; 3:1-12; 4:11-12), avoiding favoritism (2:1-13), cultivating a wisdom that will bring peace (3:13-18) in place of division (4:1-3), and using our material resources to honor God (4:13-5:6). Central to the letter is James’ call to a deep, sincere, and consistent faithfulness to God (4:4-15)” (Douglas Moo, “Introduction to James,” in the 2015 NIV Study Bible, Zondervan). It doesn’t get any more practical than that!

But just who is the author who addressed these important themes? There were four men who bore the name “James” in the New Testament; which one of them wrote this letter? To whom was he writing, and when? What kind of letter did he write, and why? These are the important questions that must be addressed as we reflect on this opening verse in chapter one.

The letter of James begins as most New Testament letters usually do: (a) the author identifies himself; (b) he identifies his readers; (c) he extends his greetings. Thus, this opening verse reads as follows; “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes scattered among the nations: Greetings.” Here, then are the questions that are before us:

A. Who Was James? He only calls himself “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 1a). That sort of simplicity points to an individual who was well-known to his readers. Of the four men with this name, only two are prominent enough to identify themselves so simply. 

1. James, the son of Alphaeus. He was numbered among the original apostles (Mark 1:16-18; Matt. 10:2-4; Luke 6:14-16), but he was too obscure to have written this letter.

2. James, the father of the Apostle Judas (Luke 6:16; Acts 1:13). He is even more obscure. The only reason Judas was called “the son of James” was to distinguish him from the other apostle with the same first name, Judas Iscariot.

3. James, the son of Zebedee and brother of John. He was also one of the Twelve (Mark 1:19; 5:37; 9:2; 10:35; 14:33). However, he was killed by Herod Agrippa I (Acts 12:1-2) at too early a date to have written this letter, so this leaves us with the only other James in the New Testament.

4. James, the “Lord’s brother” (Gal. 1:19; Cf. Matt. 13:55). He was the leader of the early Jerusalem church and is referred to numerous times in the New Testament.
· He was one of the select individuals to whom Christ appeared after His resurrection 
(1 Cor. 15:7).
· Paul called him a “pillar” of the Jerusalem church (Gal. 2:9).
· Paul also sought him out on his first post-conversion visit to Jerusalem (Gal. 1:19).
· Paul did the same on his last visit to Jerusalem (Acts 21:18).
· When Peter was rescued from prison, he told his friends to be sure to tell James, who was numbered among the elders of the Jerusalem church at this time (Acts 12:7).
· He was also a significant leader in the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15:13).
· The author of Jude could identify himself simply as “a brother of James” (Jude 1), so well-known was James, the brother of our Lord.

B. To Whom Did James Write? The recipients are referred to as “the twelve tribes scattered among the nations” (v. 1b).  This identifies James’ readers as Jewish Christians.  The fact that they were “scattered among the nations” (literally, “in the dispersion,” ESV) means that they were Jews living outside the boundaries of Israel (Cf. Acts 2:5; John 7:35).  These would have been Christian Jews who were forced to flee Israel because of the persecution that arose after Stephen’s death: “Now those who had been scattered by the persecution that broke out when Stephen was killed traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch . . .” (Acts 11:19).  Further, if these Jewish Christians were dispersed mainly from Jerusalem, it would make sense that James, as one of their former spiritual leaders, would send them a letter of encouragement and exhortation in the face of their difficulties.

C. When Did James Write?  Most believe that James wrote this letter in the early to mid- 40’s.  He makes no reference to the controversies addressed in the Jerusalem Council (AD 48-49), nor does he mention many of the teachings found elsewhere in the New Testament epistles.  “If this early dating is correct, this letter is the earliest of all the New Testament writings – with the possible exception of Galatians” (Donald Burdick, “Introduction to James” in the NIV Study Bible notes, 2008).

D. What Kind of Letter Did James Write? A number of things could be said about the unique nature of this epistle. Three distinguishing features are especially noteworthy:

1. The letter reads like a series of mini-sermons, moving from one topic to another.  They are filled with pastoral admonitions.  “In fact, there are over 50 imperatives in the book’s 108 verses” (ESV Study Bible notes).  This means that within this brief letter, direct commands occur with greater frequency than in any other New Testament book.   There is even one passage known as “the Decalogue of James 4.”  In four short verses (vv. 7-10), James issues ten commands in rapid-fire succession.  (submit – resist – draw near – wash – purify – grieve – mourn – wail – change – humble yourselves).  These are not opinions or suggestions, but requirements for healthy Christian living.

2. The Gospels tell us that James and the Lord’s other brothers were still unbelievers during the earthly ministry of Jesus (Mark 3:21-35; John 7:1-5).  But James must have paid attention to what Jesus taught.  He makes numerous references to the Lord’s teaching, particularly the Sermon on the Mount.  The chart at the end of this study shows the remarkable similarity between the letter of James and the teachings of Jesus (from The Expositors Bible Commentary, Abridged Edition, Vol. II).

3. There is also a close relationship between the letter of James and the wisdom literature of the Old Testament: (a) Like the book of Proverbs, James uses an abundance of concise, memorable statements in order to drive home basic spiritual truths.  For example, “a double minded man is unstable in all his ways” (1:8); “the anger of man does not achieve the righteousness of God” (1:20); “be ye doers of the Word, and not hearers only” (1:22, KJV); “do you not know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God?” (4:4); “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you” (4:7); “the prayer of a righteous man accomplishes much” (5:16). 

(b) James’ use of the word “wisdom” also signals that this is a form of wisdom literature.  He begins by explaining why divine wisdom was needed for the trials facing his readers (1:2-8).  He later explains how to distinguish God’s wisdom from worldly wisdom (3:13-18).  Like Proverbs, attaining wisdom is presented in terms of righteous living. 

(c) James also quotes from Proverbs (James 4:6 and Prov. 3:34), and he frequently alludes to its teachings (Cf. James 1:5 with Pr. 2:6; 1:19 with Pr. 29:20; 3:18 with Pr. 11:30; 4:13-16 with Pr. 27:1; 5:20 with Pr. 10:12).  Again, James’ goal in all of this is to emphasize that the wisdom from above leads to practical, Christian living.

E. How, then, should we read and study the letter of James?  Not as a theological treatise (like Romans or Galatians), but as “a handbook for practical Christian living” (Leland Ryken, “Ryken’s Bible Handbook).  Like a measuring tape, it’s a simple, basic tool by which we can measure our growth as believers, both in our personal lives and church fellowship.  James’ goal for us is to mature in the Christian life, and he will give us a very practical means by which we can evaluate our progress.  There’s a big difference between growing old in the faith and growing up in the faith.

The issues James addresses shift with every new paragraph (as does Proverbs). There is no continuous line of argument (as with Hebrews). However, this proverbial style of writing is what unifies the book. James offers “clusters” of proverbial wisdom, in bite-size chunks. His focus is ethical rather than theological, but these “principles of conduct” are grounded in sound, biblical theology. With only a few exceptions, most of these principles are straight forward and clear.

Mark Twain once said, “It ain’t the parts of the Bible that I can’t understand that bother me, it is the parts I do understand” (Ryken). He would have been greatly bothered had he read James, as are many today. This letter is not necessarily hard to understand; but to apply it, we need to do what it says! That takes discipline, commitment, and an abundance of God’s grace! May the Lord give us all this – and more – as we launch into a study of this intensely practical letter! May we be doers of the Word, and not hearers only!



