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Editors' Preface



God’s Word does not change. God’s world, however, changes in every generation. These changes, in addition to new findings by scholars and a new variety of challenges to the gospel message, call for the church in each generation to interpret and apply God’s Word for God’s people. Thus, THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY is introduced to bridge the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. This new series has been designed primarily to enable pastors, teachers, and students to read the Bible with clarity and proclaim it with power.

In one sense THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY is not new, for it represents the continuation of a heritage rich in biblical and theological exposition. The title of this forty-volume set points to the continuity of this series with an important commentary project published at the end of the nineteenth century called AN AMERICAN COMMENTARY, edited by Alvah Hovey. The older series included, among other significant contributions, the outstanding volume on Matthew by John A. Broadus, from whom the publisher of the new series, Broadman Press, partly derives its name. The former series was authored and edited by scholars committed to the infallibility of Scripture, making it a solid foundation for the present project. In line with this heritage, all NAC authors affirm the divine inspiration, inerrancy, complete truthfulness, and full authority of the Bible. The perspective of the NAC is unapologetically confessional and rooted in the evangelical tradition.

Since a commentary is a fundamental tool for the expositor or teacher who seeks to interpret and apply Scripture in the church or classroom, the NAC focuses on communicating the theological structure and content of each biblical book. The writers seek to illuminate both the historical meaning and contemporary significance of Holy Scripture.

In its attempt to make a unique contribution to the Christian community, the NAC focuses on two concerns. First, the commentary emphasizes how each section of a book fits together so that the reader becomes aware of the theological unity of each book and of Scripture as a whole. The writers, however, remain aware of the Bible’s inherently rich variety. Second, the NAC is produced with the conviction that the Bible primarily belongs to the church. We believe that scholarship and the academy provide an indispensable foundation for biblical understanding and the service of Christ, but the editors and authors of this series have attempted to communicate the findings of their research in a manner that will build up the whole body of Christ. Thus, the commentary concentrates on theological exegesis while providing practical, applicable exposition.

THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY’s theological focus enables the reader to see the parts as well as the whole of Scripture. The biblical books vary in content, context, literary type, and style. In addition to this rich variety, the editors and authors recognize that the doctrinal emphasis and use of the biblical books differs in various places, contexts, and cultures among God’s people. These factors, as well as other concerns, have led the editors to give freedom to the writers to wrestle with the issues raised by the scholarly community surrounding each book and to determine the appropriate shape and length of the introductory materials. Moreover, each writer has developed the structure of the commentary in a way best suited for expounding the basic structure and the meaning of the biblical books for our day. Generally, discussions relating to contemporary scholarship and technical points of grammar and syntax appear in the footnotes and not in the text of the commentary. This format allows pastors and interested laypersons, scholars and teachers, and serious college and seminary students to profit from the commentary at various levels. This approach has been employed because we believe that all Christians have the privilege and responsibility to read and seek to understand the Bible for themselves.

Consistent with the desire to produce a readable, up-to-date commentary, the editors selected the New International Version as the standard translation for the commentary series. The selection was made primarily because of the NIV’s faithfulness to the original languages and its beautiful and readable style. The authors, however, have been given the liberty to differ at places from the NIV as they develop their own translations from the Greek and Hebrew texts.

The NAC reflects the vision and leadership of those who provide oversight for Broadman Press, who in 1987 called for a new commentary series that would evidence a commitment to the inerrancy of Scripture and a faithfulness to the classic Christian tradition. While the commentary adopts an “American” name, it should be noted some writers represent countries outside the United States, giving the commentary an international perspective. The diverse group of writers includes scholars, teachers,
and administrators from almost twenty different colleges and seminaries, as well as pastors, missionaries, and a layperson.

The editors and writers hope that THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY will be helpful and instructive for pastors and teachers, scholars and students, for men and women in the churches who study and teach God’s Word in various settings. We trust that for editors, authors, and readers alike, the commentary will be used to build up the church, encourage obedience, and bring renewal to God’s people. Above all, we pray that the NAC will bring glory and honor to our Lord who has graciously redeemed us and faithfully revealed himself to us in his Holy Word.

SOLI DEO GLORIA
The Editors






Author's Preface



The Epistle of James is one of the outstanding pieces of the New Testament Scriptures. In a wonderful way, it embodies much of Jesus’ teaching in the Synoptic Gospels. Within the canon of the New Testament, the Epistle of James, together with those of Peter and the epistle to the Hebrews, forms a strand of teaching essential to the richness of Christian faith and life. James is famous for its sermonic quality. The letter contains some of the most potent imagery and exhortation in the entire Bible. James is the prominent voice of the New Testament, calling for consistency of faith in Jesus Christ. Complementing Paul’s emphasis on justifying faith, James requires the demonstration of
faith. Those who claim to be believers must show their faith by what they do. Faith must be useful, rooted in the kind of discipleship motive we find in Jesus’ teaching: “Freely you have received, freely give” (Matt 10:8).

As a theologian writing a biblical commentary, I found the rigors of working closely with the biblical text to be a joy. Commenting on James has afforded me a wonderful laboratory where the inseparable unity of doctrine and ethics, theology and church could find fresh expression. Reading the text over and over in Greek and in multiple translations, wrestling with old and new controversies of interpretation, pierced by the convicting work of the Spirit of God, longing for James’s wisdom of faith, and applying the message to the contexts of ministry in both seminary and church were all essential dimensions of the production of this commentary.

The last two decades have seen a burgeoning of research into the nature and content of James, and I am indebted to a host of outstanding Jacobean scholars for their ground-breaking contributions. These include J. B. Adamson, P. H. Davids, R. P. Martin, S. Laws, H. Frankemölle, F. Mussner, and above all L. T. Johnson. Their works and abiding scholarly merits expound in detail far beyond the purview of this commentary the state of the art in James research and interpretive debate. The serious student of James is advised to refer to them in due course.

The text of this commentary is typified by theological exposition. With recognition of the carefully argued exegetical debates that have been conducted in helpful ways by the commentators above, I have sought to produce a volume that would help the student of James perceive and grasp the meaning of the message itself. This approach is a modest version of the one applied by the great New Testament scholar C. F. D. Moule in his commentary on Colossians and Philemon:

When the primary task was to establish the text and to discuss the authenticity of the documents, linguistic and historical considerations were foremost. But gradually, as these foundation-tasks were done, it became possible to devote increasing attention to the elucidation of the theological and religious contents of the New Testament, and to see it in the setting of the life and worship of Christian communities. (The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, CGTC [Cambridge University Press, 1957], v)

Many persons and churches have played a significant role in my life and work while writing this commentary. This work was conducted largely during the course of my eight years as a teacher of theology at Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary and as a preacher of the gospel in Southern Baptist churches of North and South Carolina. These years marked the beginning of my ministry career and spanned the course of many notable events. In the midst of these years, David S. Dockery, one of the early editors of the series, invited me to join his team of commentators. His constant encouragement, along with E. Ray Clendenen’s, has been of tremendous scholarly and personal value to me. Southeastern Seminary, under three presidents, Lolley, Drummond and Patterson, and its very fine library and ideal location as an academic institution in the South, graciously afforded me the context in which I could work. More recently, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary and President Cooley have provided a similarly conducive and congenial environment in which to bring the commentary to completion. Several church congregations in which I ministered as interim pastor, particularly Friendly Avenue Baptist Church of Greensboro, along with Homestead Heights Baptist Church and Guess Road Baptist Church of Durham, faithfully attended and supported scores of Bible studies and sermons on the Epistle of James. Without the participation of these precious “priestly” believers and fellow Bible interpreters, the commentary
would have been a much poorer product. Friends and respected colleagues in theological education are many, and those I must mention in appreciation include Timothy George, Glenn T. Miller, Jean-Paul Deschler, Jey Kim, Mark Siefrid, Robert Culpepper, John Morrison, Ed Buchanan, Philip Roberts, Kenneth Hemphill, Thomas Jackson, John Newport, Albert Mohler, James Johnson, Clayton Stalnaker, David Wells, Jack Davis, Rick Lints, Garth Rosell, Peter Kuzmic; along with my esteemed professors: Ronald Russell, Harold O. J. Brown, Jan M. Lochman, Heinrich Ott, and the late Bo Reicke—to whose memory this commentary is dedicated; and helpful students: Michael Deboer, Frank Cone, Kenneth Keathley, Peter Heltzel, Patrick Gray. My secretary at Southeastern, Mary Lou Stevens, performed the invaluable service of typing the first draft of the manuscript. Each of these contributed to whatever might be helpful and beneficial in this commentary; its shortcomings are to be accounted entirely to me.

Above all I must thank my wife, Dolores, for her constancy in love and support through the years during which this work was written. She is my truest companion who has only encouraged me and affirmed the calling we share together in God’s Kingdom work. Our children, Erik, Kristin, Matthew, and Kelsey, have each in their own way helped me to keep my focus on the best goal of any Scripture interpretation: contributing to the consistent faith and understanding of the next generation of believers. Our parents, Mort and Melda Richardson, Alwin and Gertrud Kirschbaum, also are vital participants in our task of faithful witness. Together by faith in the Lord Jesus, we form a small part of the immense family of “our father Abraham” (James 2:21) who seek to be useful for the Kingdom of God.

Lamentations 3:27
—Kurt Anders Richardson
Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary
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INTRODUCTION

1. The Letter of James

The Epistle of James would serve well as a companion piece to Jesus’ teachings recorded in the canonical Gospels. Its strong ethical nature is entirely consistent with the moral teaching of Jesus to his disciples as well as the sometimes harsh denunciations he uttered against religious hypocrisy. Like Jesus’ teachings, this letter is a source of both exhortation and comfort, of reproof and encouragement. James is known for being eminently practical; but at the same time, some of the most profound truths of the New Testament emerge from the text.

This commentary is first of all a theological exposition1 of the Epistle of James. It presses beyond the strictures of exegetical minutiae toward the larger and more fundamental meaning of the epistle. This introduction aims to help the reader of James appreciate contemporary scholarship on the epistle. This survey is by no means exhaustive; indeed, the scholar will immediately recognize the necessity of consulting the sources cited for the mass of detail. This introduction supplies an overview of the major issues confronting the contemporary study and application of James’s epistle.

(1) James’s Greek and Literary Style

The high quality of James’s use of koine Greek has long been compared to that of Hebrews.2 It may be judged of a more literary quality than that of the Gospel of John and does not indulge in the personalized expressiveness found in Paul’s letters. When James quoted or alluded to the Old Testament, he used the Septuagint (LXX), a pre-Christian Greek translation (cf. 2:8–11,23; 4:6; 1:11; 2:25; 5:4,17,20). James’s vocabulary and frequent use of syntax affected by the Hebrew underlying the LXX3 are evident throughout his letter. At significant points in chaps. 2–3, knowledge of the LXX would have been necessary for a precise understanding of James’s original meaning.

James’s close relation to the LXX is significant since much of the negative critical study of the epistle in the modern period (nineteenth and twentieth centuries) has regarded the literary quality of Greek in the letter as the prime argument against Jacobean authorship. The judgment also has been made that the question of the letter’s point of origin can be answered by the fluency of its Greek; that is, James was a product of diaspora Judaism.4 Many Jews in Palestine, however, attained high proficiencies in speaking and writing Greek. Indeed, virtually all Jews of the first century A.D. were Hellenized.5 Most Palestinian Jews, of course, like Jews of the diaspora, would have been bilingual with Greek as their second language. The matter of authorship, date, or place of origin simply cannot be decided by appeal to the quality of James’s Greek. The Greek of James is polished, but the epistle betrays an intimate knowledge of the LXX and of the teachings of Jesus.

James’s style is multifaceted,6 with several stylistic features working together to produce the overall effect of his message. His prophetic voice is prominent throughout the letter, detectable especially in the short sentences, the use of 59 imperatives in 108 verses, and in rhythmic speech (cf. 4:7–10). James is also didactic; for example, an imperative is usually accompanied by an explanation; and a command, by a rationale. Poetic elements in James include asyndeton,7 pleonasm,8 rhyme, alliteration, wordplay, or punning and catchwords.9 Striking rhetorical features also are present, particularly those of the diatribe:10 the use of an unidentified interlocutor who gives a sense of the dialogical; the use of stinging epithets, stereotype, question/answer, rhetorical questions to signal necessary agreement, comparisons, even expletives, as well as brevity of expression.

James’s use of analogy is particularly striking: wind-tossed waves (1:6), withering plants (1:10–11), self-inspection using a mirror (1:23), a dead body (2:26), bridling of a horse (3:3), turning a ship (3:4), forest fire (3:5–6), taming wild beasts (3:7), impossible fountain of fresh and bitter water (3:11), impossible vine of grape and figs (3:12), ephemeral mist (4:14), clothes consumed by moths (5:2), rust behaving like fire (5:3), farmers waiting for rain (5:7), rain watering the earth (5:18). James also uses the technique of exaggeration to the point of paradox: trials should occasion “pure joy” (1:2); the humble brother “ought to take pride in his high position” (1:9); the rich man should “take pride in his low position” (1:10); “God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone” (1:13); “full-grown” sin “gives birth to death” (1:15); God the Father gives “birth” to believers (1:18); demons “believe … and shudder” (2:19); the tongue is “a fire,” “a world of evil,” “set on fire by hell” (3:6); “your desires … battle within you” (4:1). These stylistic components underscore how very powerful is the language of James.

(2) Structure

One of the major debates over how to interpret James concerns the letter’s structure. Some have asserted that James is a rather disconnected collection of sayings,11 while others have contended that it is a well-organized and coherent letter centering on a theme or set of themes.12 A number of proposals based on overly complex structural or syntactical analyses13 are not persuasive because they presume a kind of textual control foreign to the characteristics of writing in the ancient world. Structure according to topical arrangement is certainly apparent in some segments: 1:2–12 presents the testing of faith; 2:1–11 presents the contradiction of faith and favoritism; 2:14–26 presents the relation between faith and deeds; 3:1–12 presents the power of speech; 3:13–18 presents the two kinds of wisdom; 4:1–10 presents the opposition of friendship with the world and friendship with God; 5:7–11 presents the virtue of patience; 5:13–18 presents the power of effective prayer. Other verses and clusters of verses in the letter are not so easy to classify. Nearly all form a bridge of thought between the units just listed, but it is not always clear whether their content is linked more closely to a previous or a following section or whether they have a semi-independent role to play in the transitions of the text. Each of the five chapters of James contains units of teaching that contribute to its overall structure.14

Although the structure of the letter is approximated by the outline offered in this commentary, one might still inquire about the organizing idea of the letter. This commentary does not suggest an introductory status for the entirety of chap. 1. There is too much weighty teaching there to set it off from the other four chapters as a mere table of contents. There is certainly an eschatological framing of the letter that stands in the opening (1:2–12) and closing verses (4:6–5:12).15 These verses contain essential features of an end-time ethic derived from the Old Testament prophets. But this feature belongs to the overarching concern of the letter. Structure and content are inseparable. Partly because James’s style was determined by his commitment to brevity and partly because he intended to discuss a number of key themes, the structure of the letter is not readily apparent. No single term repeated through the letter secures for the reader this easy sense of structure.

On the other hand, the question of the structure of James should not be regarded as highly problematic. The fact that structure is something of a sensation for modern exegetes is part of a set of frustrations surrounding the search for the origins of the letter, stemming from the paucity of evidence. Consequently, the contents of the letter are the scholar’s only resource for identifying the author, date, location of author and addressees, literary dependencies, and relation to other New Testament writings. Unfortunately, none of these questions can be answered definitively because of the absence of internal references other than the name “James” and “the twelve tribes scattered among the nations” (1:1). The Epistle of James comes to us in a given canonical form with its own textual integrity. These limits must be respected, and great care must be taken to avoid constructs that inhibit straightforward readings of the text.

(3) Literary Form

The question of literary form, often referred to as genre, is an important part of determining the meaning of James. James is distinctive in many ways, and much debate has surrounded the attempt to identify the text’s literary type.16 The traditional characterization of James as an “epistle” has much to commend it, although the question of what kind of epistle arises. In the case of the Pauline Epistles, some are addressed to persons, others to churches of an entire city, still others to clusters of churches within a region. There have never been completely consistent rules for identifying the literary type of a composition, nor have the rules of literacy within a given civilization ever been followed with exactness. Nevertheless, key interpretive questions, such as authorial intent and how addressees hear the composition, are dependent upon identifying literary form.

The discernment of literary form, however, cannot be allowed to straightjacket contemporary readings of James for at least two reasons: (1) highly original and lively compositions exhibit extraordinary features that exceed the boundaries of literary typology, and (2) the reading of the text for faith never regards literary conventions as anything more than part of the instruments of effective communication. Faithful reading will be attentive to the affect of the text upon the whole self.

Upon close inspection James evokes the qualities of several literary types. The epistolary form17 is commended by James’s directness of speech and dialogical features, and especially by the opening: “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ. To the twelve tribes scattered among the nations. Greetings” (1:1). As Johnson suggests, the lack of more personal characteristics we often find in Paul’s letters could be explained by it being a circular letter, its intended audience being “scattered among the nations.”18 The diatribe, a pedagogical device to exhort moral reform, is another likely type. A third is paraenesis,19 traditional moral instruction in the form of loose sets of aphorisms or proverbs.20 Identifying genre can tell much indirectly about the social setting of the addressees.21 Numerous signs within the text of James give a general sense of the social and economic condition of James’s hearers. The warnings against self-deception and inconsistent faith reflect the constant struggle of the people of God to maintain the truth of their religious identity. In this sense, some sections of James resonate with such intertestamental Jewish wisdom literature as Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon. These and similar pieces written after the close of the Old Testament canon and prior to the birth of Christ helped to maintain the tradition of biblical wisdom found in the Old Testament and to define the communities of diaspora Judaism. That James could exhort his hearers in what appears to be reminders rather than new teaching reflects his hearers’ familiarity with this sort of traditional wisdom.22

James’s canonical “shape” is that of an epistle of the New Testament; and it has been received and interpreted, both inside and outside the church, as a general or catholic epistle. James is a literary whole, has a standing alongside the variety of other New Testament letters, and has close thematic links to the Synoptic Gospels, particularly with Matthew. The wisdom of James is a New Testament embodiment of his exhortation to the early church in epistolary form.

(4) Literary Context

James only indirectly reflects nonbiblical Hellenistic influences. Although James’s Greek is very good, this fluency is not necessarily a warrant for any self-conscious relationship to the Greco-Roman forms of moral discourse.23 From first to last, the Epistle of James is a profoundly Christian document rooted in the depth of Jesus’ own teaching and in key Old Testament texts and personages. The obvious parallels and presuppositions of James come from both Old and New Testament texts and teachings and perhaps some intertestamental Jewish literature.

THE OLD TESTAMENT. James has a close relation to the Old Testament while being a fully Christian letter. In 1:1 James, writing to the “twelve tribes scattered among the nations,” appropriated an Old Testament image of the people of God to refer to Christians outside Palestine. His usages of “law” (nomos, or Torah) are conspicuously Christian. “Wisdom” appears in his letter with both Old Testament and intertestamental nuances. Old Testament prophetic themes in a Christian cast characterize parts of the letter as well.

The Law. James called repeatedly for obedience to the law of God by believers; only by doing the word would they fulfill what God requires. He did not concentrate on the ritual law as Paul did in his polemic on circumcision (cf. Rom 3:20,28; Gal 2:16; 3:2,5,10). That James’s focus was the moral law is suggested by his appeals to the Decalogue (“Do not commit adultery,” and “Do not commit murder” in 2:11). For James the law is more than a prescribed list of commands; it is the revealed will of the one Lawgiver and Judge (4:12; cf. 2:11, “he who said”). The law is synonymous with the word of God. This Word is to be believed; its models of great faith are to be emulated; its wisdom is to be heeded; its commands to perform acts of mercy consistent with the character of the God of the exodus are to be obeyed.

The law as synonymous with God’s word is visible in such phrases as “the perfect law that gives freedom”—”into” which the man who does this law looks (1:25). This same liberating law is the standard by which believers will be judged as well (2:12). James connected the law of freedom with mercy: both the divine mercy and a corresponding mercy in the actions of the believer (2:13).

There is, however, another usage of “law” in James: the “royal law” (2:8). This sense is reinforced by the reference to “kingdom” (2:5) within the same context. This law that governs the kingdom of God summarizes the Old Testament law in one of the greatest of all laws, that is, the command to love God and to love one’s neighbor (Lev 19:18). Several passages in the Gospels show Jesus’ approval of this principle (Matt 22:39; Mark 12:31; Luke 10:27). The summary command is also used in the writings of Paul (Rom 13:9; Gal 5:14) in a way similar to that of James. Fulfilling the royal law of Leviticus 19 is a vital theme in Jas 2:1,8,14–16; 3:13–4:10–11; 5:4,12. The work of Christ in the New Testament is never an abrogation of God’s call to his people to obey his commands. Jesus’ own teaching is abundantly clear on this point (e.g., Matt 5:17–20). Faith must be active, and the revealed law of God defines that action.

The Prophets. James’s unmistakably prophetic voice is heard in several texts, especially in 4:4, where he castigates believers who seek “friendship with the world” because it amounts to enmity with God and spiritual adultery. This theme of spiritual adultery is deeply rooted in the exhortations of the Old Testament prophets (e.g., Isa 57:3; Jer 3:9; 13:27; Ezek 16:38; 23:45; Hos 3:1). The rigorous spiritual exercises to which James called his hearers in 4:7– 10 (cf. 1:8) reflect the prophetic call to repentance (cf. Ps 73:28; Isa 1:16; Jer 4:14; Zech 1:3; Mal 3:7). Because God “opposes the proud” (Jas 4:6; cf. Prov 3:34), the rich man is like the “wild flower” that is scorched by the sun and quickly destroyed (Jas 1:10; cf. Isa 40:6–7). Indeed, the fierce statements James made against the unmerciful rich emerge out of the prophetic tradition of calling for social justice (Jas 5:1–6).24

Significantly, James called his audience to emulate the prophets: “Brothers, as an example of patience in the face of suffering, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord” (5:10). Job, because of his endurance, is said to be one of these prophets (5:11). The prophets served the Word of God rather than the world political order and endured suffering for their service. Jesus’ teaching as well as the rest of the New Testament reflected that Christians should follow the Old Testament prophetic model (cf. Matt 5:11– 12; Luke 6:23; 11:50; 13:34; 1 Thess 2:15; Heb 11:32–34). Believers should take Elijah as their exemplar in exercising complete trust in God through effective prayer (Jas 5:17–18).

Old Testament Wisdom. In spite of the extent of exhortation and prophetic witness in James, its simple characterization as “the wisdom book of the New Testament” is inadequate. Although James has a prominent sapiential (wisdom) component, the letter is by no means dominated by wisdom themes.25 Perhaps this sapiential characterization is understandable from the early exhortation to seek wisdom from God in the face of the end-time trials of the believer (1:5; cf. Prov 2:3–6; Ps 51:6). In a way that is reflective of New Testament understandings, James contrasts wisdom from God with wisdom from the world (Jas 3:13–18). Sapiential elements are present throughout the letter. The problem of double-mindedness is pondered by the Old Testament teachers of wisdom (1:8; cf. Ps 119:113). The transience of wealth and well-being is a sapiential theme (1:10; cf. Job 14:2; Pss 102:4,11; 103:15–16). Temptation comes from within the self (Jas 1:14; cf. Prov 19:3); self-mastery is a common wisdom theme. The perfect gifts of creation come from God the Father (Jas 1:17; cf. Pss 85:12; 102:27; 136:7). A slow response avoids anger (1:19; cf. Prov 10:19). The law is perfect and a vehicle of blessing (1:25; cf. Ps 19:7). The tongue should be kept under restraint (1:26; 3:2; cf. Pss 34:13; 39:1; 141:3; Prov 10:19). Orphans and widows should be visited in their distress (1:27; cf. Job 31:16,17,21; Ps 146:9). Favoritism is to be rejected (2:1; cf. Prov 24:23). The poor are subjects of special divine favor (2:5; cf. Job 34:19). Boasting is a great sin of human speech (3:5; cf. Pss 12:3,4; 73:8–9). The tongue can be compared to a fire (3:6; cf. Prov 16:27) and a deadly poison (3:8; cf. Ps 140:3). Wisdom from God bears righteous fruit (3:18; Prov 11:18). God will not answer prayers wrongly motivated (4:3; cf. Ps 66:18). “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble” (4:6; cf. Prov 3:34). God desires deep repentance (4:8; cf. Pss 24:4; 73:28; 119:113). Human life is like a dissipating mist (4:14; cf. Job 7:7). Job endured in view of God’s compassion and mercy (5:11; cf. Job 42:10,12–17; Ps 103:8). Oil imparts well-being (5:14; cf. Ps 23:5).

These examples show the importance of wisdom themes in James. Close inspection of these verses and their contexts, however, reveals that sapiential themes are embedded within others (e.g., nomistic and prophetic themes) that serve James’s larger purpose of exhorting his hearers to consistent behavior as believers in the Lord Jesus Christ.

INTERTESTAMENTAL JEWISH LITERATURE. The literary materials of Judaism from about 200 b.c. to the New Testament era are vast. Commentators recognize many resonances of this literature in James as well as in the rest of the New Testament. The present commentary points out these allusions in the footnotes. Some commentators seek this kinship from materials that were written up until about a.d. 200. This should not be regarded as wholly illegitimate since the time line of literary development in the ancient world worked on a much slower basis than today. Thus, a text like the Pirke Aboth, compiled around this later date and included within the Mishna, would nevertheless contain rabbinical sayings that easily were two centuries older than the composition.

How one views James’s literary form or genre as well as its dominant themes affects how one sees James’s closest literary kin from this period. This problem becomes evident with respect to the apocalyptic/eschatological elements in James. If one is more inclined to regard James as basically a wisdom text and to discount the eschatological, then illuminating parallels from Jewish apocalyptic literature may be overlooked. Occasional citations from this body of intertes-tamental Jewish wisdom literature, especially from Sirach, Philo, 1–4 Maccabees, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Wisdom of Solomon, do not imply that James was in any way directly dependent upon them. They can be helpful, however, in highlighting themes in James that resonate with these noncanonical texts.26

THE NEW TESTAMENT. James manifests a close relationship to the other New Testament writings, especially the Synoptic Gospels. But this intimate relationship must be defined. It is not clear that other New Testament texts reflect knowledge of James’s epistle. This is not a unique circumstance, for most New Testament works lack clear references to other New Testament documents. A work like Acts with clear dependence on another New Testament document (Luke’s Gospel) is the exception rather than the rule. The themes that James did not include are somewhat surprising: for example, the person and work of Jesus Christ, the work of the Holy Spirit, the practice of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and the gifts of the church and its nature as a spiritual body. The following paragraphs, however, trace some of the parallels with other New Testament texts, wherein it becomes clear that James really could only be a Christian composition.

The Four Gospels. Especially from Matthew27 the following texts contain vocabulary and concepts similar to that of James: Matt 4:17, the nearness of the kingdom of heaven (cf. Jas 5:8); Matt 5:3, the blessedness of the poor (cf. Jas 2:5); Matt 5:7, the blessedness of the merciful (cf. Jas 2:13); Matt 5:8, purity of heart (cf. Jas 4:8); Matt 5:9, peacemaking (cf. Jas 3:18); Matt 5:11–12, persecution and trials (cf. Jas 1:1; 5:10–11); Matt 5:16, the light of good works glorifying the Father (cf. Jas 1:17); Matt 5:17, the law fulfilled in Jesus (cf. Jas 1:25 and the perfect law); Matt 5:34–37, the command against oaths (cf. Jas 5:12); Matt 5:48, the command to be perfect (cf. Jas 1:4; 3:2); Matt 6:11, the petition for daily bread (cf. Jas 2:15–16); Matt 6:19, the counsel against hoarding wealth, which will decay (cf. Jas 5:2–3); Matt 6:22, “good” and “bad” eyes, which reveal the heart (cf. Jas 4:4,8); Matt 6:29, the perishability of earthly goods (cf. Jas 1:11); Matt 6:34, the uncertainty of tomorrow (cf. Jas 4:13–14); Matt 7:1, the prohibition against judging (cf. Jas 4:11–12); Matt 7:7–8, the command to ask God (cf. Jas 1:5; 4:3); Matt 7:16, fruit that reveals true character (cf. Jas 1:21; 3:10–13,18); Matt 7:21–23, the warning against mere profession (cf. Jas 1:26–27; 2:14–26; 3:13–14); Matt 7:24, the security of a life built upon Christ’s commands (cf. Jas 1:22–25); Matt 8:29, the demons’ fear of the Lord (cf. 2:19); Matt 10:22, the promise of salvation to those who endure (cf. Jas 1:12); Matt 12:32, the forgiveness of sins (cf. Jas 5:15); Matt 12:36, accountability for every spoken word (cf. 3:1–2); Matt 18:4, the necessity of humility (cf. Jas 1:9–10; 4:10); Matt 24:33, the image of the Lord at the door (Jas 5:8–9).

The Gospels of Mark and Luke also contain material similar to that found in James: for example, Mark 12:28–31, the greatest commandment (cf. Jas 2:8–10,19); Luke 6:24, the warning against the rich and their wealth (cf. Jas 2:6; 4:9; 5:1–5); Luke 8:1–15, the seed of God’s Word (cf. Jas 1:18–21); Luke 12:16–21, the presumptuous rich (cf. Jas 4:13–15); Luke 16:19–31, the contrast of a rich man and a poor man (cf. Jas 2:2–7).

The Gospel of John and the Johannine Epistles also contain comparable material: John 1:4; 3:19–21; 8:12, that life is in and from the Lord (cf. Jas 1:17–18); John 3:3,8,13, to be born of God (cf. Jas 1:17–18); John 6:63, the life-giving word of the Lord (cf. Jas 1:21); John 13:17, the blessedness of obeying the Lord’s commands (cf. Jas 1:25; 4:17); 1 John 1:5, the light of God (cf. Jas 1:17); 1 John 1:10, the denial of God’s culpability for our sin (cf. Jas 1:16); 1 John 2:5, maturity in obedience (cf. Jas 3:1); 1 John 2:8, the falsehood in claiming faith while hating one’s brother (cf. Jas 2:1–4,15–16; 3:13–18); 1 John 2:15, the protest against love of the world (cf. Jas 4:4–6); 1 John 2:24–25, endurance and the promise of eternal life (cf. Jas 1:12); 1 John 3:17, lack of mercy as a lack of love for God (cf. Jas 2:5; 15–16); 1 John 2:21–22, confidence in obedience (cf. Jas 1:6–7).

The Writings of Paul. The history of Christian biblical interpretation is fraught with many controversies over how to square one saying or assertion with another, but none has been so broad ranging or theologically embattled as that dealing with the relation between James and the Pauline Epistles. The perception of a radical tension between the teachings of Paul on justification by faith apart from works and those of James that require faith and works comes largely from the Reformation conflicts between Luther and his Roman Catholic opponents. Counter-reformation polemics at times yielded to proof-texting James against Paul, which infuriated a younger Luther. In the first edition preface to his German translation of the New Testament, Luther published the now infamous remark that James was “a right strawy epistle,”28 which he would just as well remove from the canon of Scripture. The disparaging statements were removed from all later editions of the “Luther Bible.” Nevertheless, the teaching of James dogged Luther,29 and throughout his life he let it be known, somewhat jokingly, that he would give his doctor’s cap to whoever could show how Paul and James’s teachings could be reconciled.30 In recent decades biblical scholarship has been effectively showing how Paul and James meant different things by their vocabulary based upon their different purposes. Once we begin thinking theologically about “saving faith,” statements that seem to imply faith apart from works and faith inseparable from works do seem at odds with each other. Fortunately, this apparent conflict is not where precise interpretation of James must rest.

As will be seen later in the commentary, particularly at 2:14–25, James was not making a pronouncement about who is “saved” and who is not. Instead, he was speaking about the necessity of demonstrating faith. Paul in his writings was most concerned with describing how God has saved his people in Christ. Paul was intent upon disclosing the divine plan of salvation through history in his Epistle to the Romans and the freedom of God in reconciliation in Galatians. James touched upon none of this. From the overall perspective of the New Testament, he surely was presupposing these matters. Their point of closest relation is on what it means for God to “save” the believer. Otherwise, how James and Paul employed the vocabulary they have in common is very different, for example, in the case of words such as “faith,” “law,” and “works.” Paul’s vocabulary, however, is so rich in meaning that we can distinguish between usages that do and do not correlate with that of James.

The case of the term “works” is most instructive. Paul’s use of the phrase “works of the law” in contrast to the righteousness that is by faith was unique to him. But in the majority of cases in Paul, “works” in the sense of behavior that is good or right takes on a positive meaning in the life of faith (e.g., Rom 13:3; 15:18; 1 Cor 3:13ff.; 9:1; 15:58; 16:10; 2 Cor 9:8; 11:15; 1 Thess 1:3; 5:13; 2 Thess 2:17). Paul taught that the works of believers will come under judgment and that they must correspond to that which is commanded by the law of Christ (cf. Ps 61:13; Rom 2:5; Jas 5:3). Both Paul and James, in fact, were in agreement that the law is summed up in the command to love (Lev 19:18). Paul could write, “It is those who obey the law who will be declared righteous” (Rom 2:13) and sound very similar to James. According to Rom 2:25–27 circumcision is of no value (cf. Jas 2:9–11) if the law is not kept, and there are those who obey it without being circumcised who will be declared righteous. Both Paul and James recognized the internal battle of desires within the believer, which characterize the “double-minded” whom James warned (cf. Jas 1:8; 4:1; Rom 4:20; 7:23; 14:23). The only antidote is the fruit of the wisdom from above (Jas 3:17–18) that Paul called the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22–23).

These important comparisons should be emphasized when reading Paul next to James. The apparent contradiction regarding works is just that, only apparent. James was not struggling against Judaizing Christianity, which sought to require the ritual aspects of Old Testament law in addition to faith in Christ. He was not trying to “correct” Paul at key points (e.g., Rom 3:20; Gal 2:16). He was concerned with the consistency of genuine faith as evidenced by its results,31 that faith should be active, not a mere profession covering a life of sin.

2. The Occasion of James

Not being a church planter in Gentile territory as Paul was, James was not battling the same problems. A fairly clear picture of the context surrounding James and his audience could highlight the particular features of his epistle. Unfortunately James, like most of the writings of the New Testament, offers little for the historical researcher to use to identify its social context. Thus, what the greeting of 1:1 (“To the twelve tribes scattered among the nations”) offers in the way of a historical referent is completely undetermined. Almost everything that can be discerned about the addressees of the Letter of James is derived from the text itself.32 The concept of diaspora when applied to Christians will have an interesting theological meaning, but discerning its sociohistorical import is impossible unless the details of the context can be uncovered.

The text of James yields meager traces of information about its sociohistorical setting. The local congregation was led by teachers (3:1) and by a plurality of elders (5:14). The audience can be located somewhere within the socioeconomic middle. The story of the rich and poor visitors to the local congregation (2:1–4) suggeststhat at least the majority of James’s audience identified with neither. They had suffered personal and legal persecution by the rich, who may have been professing believers (2:6; 4:13–5:6). There are of course other passages, for example, the traveling merchants in chap. 3 and the unpaid fieldhands and oppressive landowners in chap. 5. There is no consensus over whether all James’s addressees were in fact in the congregation. The Hebrew prophets sometimes preached to absent foes. What is sure is that James’s audience could “appreciate” preaching against the oppressive rich, whether or not the rich were Christian. Little more is offered by the epistle. To go much beyond these inferences requires speculation and probably is not helpful to the proper interpretation of the text.

If the epistle’s author is James the Lord’s brother, then it was written before A.D. 62, perhaps in the previous decade. James is the only likely candidate for authorship, as, indeed, Christian tradition has affirmed. Did he write to Christians inside or outside Palestine? The allusion to the diaspora in the first verse is ambiguous. The reference likely indicates an original destination to Christians outside Palestine.

Whether or not James’s audience was Jewish Christian rather than Gentile Christian can only be answered by conjecture. In the recent history of interpretation, impressive arguments have been offered for both positions. The letter itself is both Christian and reflective of the Jewish origins of the first Christians. It bears the marks of an author who belonged to the circle of Jesus’ disciples. This was true of James, who did not belong to the Twelve but, like Paul, represented the earliest Christian teaching in its standard form.

Throughout much of the history of interpretation Paul’s reference to “James, the Lord’s brother” in Gal 1:19 was not taken to mean that James was born of the same mother. Older Roman Catholic interpretation was concerned to protect the perpetual virginity of Mary and to identify another James as the author of the epistle.33 The problem with proposing another James to have written the letter is finding a more likely candidate. James the son of Zebedee (Matt 10:2) was killed by Herod Agrippa (Acts 12:2) and does not figure significantly in the New Testament. Neither does James the son of Alphaeus (Matt 10:3), nor James “the Less,” a son of Mary and brother of Joses (Matt 27:56), nor James the father of Judas, although there is some lack of clarity in the New Testament on this unknown figure. What Origen had in mind in identifying the author as James, the Lord’s brother, is not known, but he was the first Christian author to do so.34 The simple identification “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:1) seems to signify a leader who was so well known within the first generation church that no further designation was required. The linkage with Jude’s Epistle reveals the same dynamic, “Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and a brother of James” (1:1; cf. Matt 13:55; Mark 6:3).

The figure of James the brother of Jesus looms large. He is mentioned among the brothers of Jesus in the Gospels (Matt 13:55; Mark 6:3). In Acts the brothers of Jesus were among the disciples awaiting the Spirit at Pentecost (1:14). When Peter was delivered from prison, he requested that this James be alerted (12:2–17). James became dominant in the Jerusalem church in Acts. He seems to be chief among the elders in Jerusalem at the first council of the church (Acts 15:12–21). At his initiative the letter to the Gentile Christians was drafted (Acts 15:23–29). By taking Paul’s side in the controversy, James thwarted the Judaizing opinions prevalent in the Jerusalem church. Indeed, James is shown as Paul’s ally here and was among the elders who affirmed the results of Paul’s last missionary journey (Acts 21:18–19). The problem of Paul’s apparent “law-breaking,” however, was broached by James, not as something James believed but what others believed who were zealous for the law. This conservative movement was threatening the unity of the church. In order to overturn the opinion that Paul was a lawbreaker, James, along with the entire body of elders, suggested that Paul demonstrate his attention to ritual matters by paying for the sacrifices of pilgrims who had completed their Nazirite vows (Acts 21:24). The accounts in Acts show James’s prominence in the early church and his fascinating and positive relationship with Paul. No little controversy surrounded Paul’s ministry, as Galatians testifies. During Paul’s ministry, no other James than the Lord’s brother was a figure of comparable recognition.

Paul acknowledged that this James was one of the preeminent witnesses of the resurrected Christ (1 Cor 15:7). But James also was associated in some way with those Judaizing believers who were causing such disruption among the churches of Galatia. Early in Paul’s ministry, three years after his Damascus road vision, “James, the Lord’s Brother” (Gal 1:19) was one of those he visited. Paul considered him one of the chief leaders of the Jerusalem church (Gal 2:2,6,9), whose approval Paul sought and received. Paul was clear about their unity of purpose and understanding (Gal 2:7–9). His account of the unfortunate occasion of Peter and Barna-bas’s hypocrisy upon the arrival of “certain men … from James” (Gal 2:12) does not lay blame for the incident with James. Paul was giving here an example of how he had confronted this inferior understanding of the gospel in the past. The Galatians, in turn, were to follow his lead and give no room to the Judaizers and their ways. The situation at Galatia was tense, but nothing in the story should be taken to imply a rift between Paul and James or the Jerusalem church. Throughout the New Testament and extrabiblical literature,35 no other James looms as large within the church of the first century.

The cumulative evidence points clearly to James the brother of Jesus as the author of this epistle. It is unlikely that the letter was written in response to Paul or any other New Testament author. Anything that might be suggestive of an interdependency or even conflict of ideas is strictly speculative. Much commends the letter as a very early piece of New Testament writing: close resemblances to Jesus’ teaching, the simplicity of church organization, the simplicity with which the author identifies himself, and most of all, the lack of reference to wider church conflicts. All of these argue for an early dating of James, perhaps sometime in the decade after A.D. 50. Anything more precise would be mere conjecture. The massive literature treating the authorship and dating of the epistle ventures out of reach of solid historical critical scholarship.36 The precise sociohistorical setting of James remains a mystery for scholars to pursue. In the life of the church, however, James’s clear exhortations, teachings, and warnings need to be heard continually.

3. The Theology of James

The outline that follows serves as something of a road map to the epistle by highlighting major themes, giving a sense of James’s theological direction.

(1) Eschatology

James’s message is shaped throughout by an eschatological perspective. The trials and testings of 1:2–4 are presented in terms of the revelation of the end-time rule of God. It is this prospect over which believers are called to rejoice. In 5:7–9 the Lord’s coming is said to be imminent, and he alone is adequate to judge. There is thus no room for believers judging one another (2:12–13; 4:11–12). In view of a judgment that God alone can render, the present must be characterized by acts of mercy, a heart of humility, and a life of purity. Judgment is certain, especially upon the rich who have oppressed others with no regard for God’s future judgment (5:1–6). Nor have the rich considered the transience of their wealth. None of it will survive the final day, nor even their own deaths; still the rich have put their trust in earthly treasures rather than in God alone, thus making them double-minded (1:9–11; 4:13–15). Blessings, on the other hand, await those who have believed in the Word of God (1:12). Such have sought the wisdom of God for patient endurance in the present time (1:5) and as a result have the inward peace (3:17–18) to persevere to the end.

(2) Faith and Deeds

James juxtaposes faith and works for a particular instructional purpose: deeds (or works) demonstrate the genuineness of faith (cf. 2:14–26). The life of faith is fundamental for James and can be traced throughout the entire letter (1:19–26; 2:1–13; 3:13–18; 4:11–12). The way believers live must correspond to the claims they make for their faith. The harshness of James’s language is evident everywhere he attacks the contradiction between faith and life. At the center of his heated warnings is his declaration of an impending “judgment without mercy” for all those who do not live according to mercy (2:12–13).

James extols those who both hear the Word of God and do what it says (1:19–26; 3:12–18). Such doers of the word have received it with humility, and its liberating power enables them to live lives that bear peaceable fruit. Rather than judging others or showing partiality (2:1–7), consistent believers fulfill the law through Christian love (2:8,12) and exercise the religion that “God our Father accepts as pure and faultless” (1:27). They provide care for persons in distress, especially orphans and widows, and avoid the moral pollutants of the world. This life of service to those in need and of commitment to eternal values has become their way of life and proves to be the very nature of faith. Unless professed faith is alive and active in this way, it is really useless and dead. The chilling example of showing special hospitality to a visiting rich man while disgracefully ignoring the visiting poor man presents the case in the most forceful way. A mere profession of faith in God is wholly inadequate, for even the demons express the same (2:19). Instead, a faith like Abraham’s and Rahab’s (2:21,25), which contained a readiness to do the will of God, is upheld as the faith that makes a difference.

In view of James’s requirement of active faith, one assertion about the relation between faith and deeds in James is that works are essential. Deeds are the only way of demonstrating genuine faith. Faith and the law of freedom (1:25) are inseparable; thus, for example, neighbor love is indispensable to faith. Second, faith is integral. It is not a simple but a complex reality; faith requires deeds to be whole or complete. Faith is primary in James, but only true, active, consistent, genuine faith. Faith must be useful and so requires active obedience. It cannot be useful if it is standing alone apart from works of mercy and love. Third, the word “faith” has both positive and negative senses in James. The positive sense involves active trust in God exhibited through works of mercy and love. The negative sense involves an empty profession accompanied by empty assurances of help (2:16), by a harboring of envy and selfishness in the heart (3:14), and by prayers with wrong motives (4:3; cf. 1:6). Such faith will not endure trials with joyful expectation but instead will live in a way that actually invites divine punishment (5:5).

James’s perspective on faith, then, is shaped by God’s judgment of believers according to their works (cf. Matt 25:31–46; Rev 20:11–13). His task is not to make a determination regarding who will be saved—although he does say that believers are saved by the Word of God (1:21). Instead, his task is to urge the true life of faith upon all believers, one that God “accepts” (1:27). This clarifies what James meant by justification (2:24). The sense here is not what is found in Paul’s argument in Romans or Galatians based upon the death and resurrection of Christ. Instead, justification in James has a narrow sense, the coherence of deeds “working together” (2:22) with faith. Men and women are justified in making the claim to faith when they actively trust in God. Active trust, like Abraham’s or Rahab’s, is a matter of performing deeds—deeds never without faith, of course, but most importantly, never faith without deeds. The faith of believers will be judged by God, and in James’s view God will not accept anyone with an empty, useless faith, one where no deeds are present. Certainly there are tensions here with what Paul teaches about justification, but it is a healthy tension, one that is reflected within Paul’s epistles themselves. James here echoes the teaching of Jesus in the Gospels.

(3) Ethical Teaching: Speech, Trials, Wealth, Mercy

The Epistle of James evidences a concern for reforming Christian behavior. James effectively develops several ethical topics: speech, trials, wealth, and mercy.

The problem of speech (the “tongue”), its power to bring good or to bring harm, is a well-known emphasis. Speech is the primary instrument of the teacher, and teaching is the context for James’s treatment of speech (3:1–12). There is a duty to use the power of speech according to the good purposes of God, that is, for his praise rather than for the cursing of others (3:9). Unless speech is brought under control by wisdom from God, it will reign over the entire body and over all of one’s relationships, causing conflict and division (3:15). The best general rule is to avoid all exaggeration in oath-taking. Simplicity of speech is the prime virtue here (5:12).

James’s teaching on trials is also prominent. The believer, like the mass of humanity, faces much suffering in the world. Sometimes these trials even involve suffering at the hands of professing Christians who hold positions of power (5:1–6). Though such suffering may seem senseless, it should not be taken only as loss but as divinely purposeful and should thus be patiently received. James pointed to the example of the prophets, who endured all for the sake of obedience to God (5:10); faithful believers should see themselves as in their company. Suffering is not the only kind of trial, however, in James’s thinking. Temptation to sin, to serve money and evil desire instead of God, is just as real (1:6–15; 2:1ff.). Believers must be watchful over their own hearts. They must endure the struggle against their own desires, which will surely lead them into sin if they do not maintain the constant meditation upon the Word of God and what it commands them to do (1:22–25). Trials “perfect” the believer, not in the sense that a person becomes sinless but that it drives him or her to mature, complete faith. Trials are used by God to strengthen the believer’s resolve to do what God requires, trusting him for the wisdom to accept these trials accordingly. Any suggestion that James might teach a sinless perfectionism must deal with his own admission that all believers stumble in many ways (3:2).

The contrast between rich and poor is very obvious in the text of James. Like the Old Testament prophets, James attacked wealthy members of the people of God who contradicted the truth of their faith by withholding the acts of love and mercy required of them. James unambiguously condemned economic injustice (5:1–6) and harshly condemned the presumptuousness of clever entrepreneurs who fantasized about their own total control of their time and investments. This latter attitude is actually a sign of misplaced faith and therefore of unbelief (4:13–17).

If the majority of James’s audience was not rich, however, one might wonder why all the denunciations. The need for such denunciation becomes abundantly clear in the shameful example of a church showing favoritism toward the rich visitor at the expense of the poor visitor (2:17). God has chosen the poor as special objects of his mercy (2:5). But this they completely disregarded. Instead, their behavior revealed their greed and envy of the rich even though the rich were oppressing them too (vv. 6–7). Their longing for special favors from the rich and for their own advantage, if unchecked, would lead them to commit sins against their brothers and sisters as great as any committed by the hard-hearted rich. If they were not circumspect, they would fall short of the religion God accepts, which is to show particular care for the poor, especially orphans and widows (1:27).

Instead of falling prey to greed and envy, believers must cultivate humility, mercy, and love. Everyone stands under the judgment of God, but only “mercy triumphs over judgment” (2:13). If believers are counting on the mercy of God, they are required to show that same mercy toward others (cf. Matt 6:12). This fruit is the sum of wisdom (3:17) and the only means to counteract the divisions and striving that result from evil motives.

(4) Law

Pointing out what James did not include under the rubric “law” (2:8–13) is as important as pointing out what he did include. James’s concept of the law draws upon Lev 19:18, which sums up the whole law in the command to love God and neighbor (Jas 2:8; cf. Rom 13:10; Gal 3:10). This law is integral to faith, for it leads to the mercy and love God requires of those who trust in him. The ceremonial and political aspects of Old Testament law are not given the slightest attention by James. This “royal” law, the “law that gives freedom,” is that which gives content to faith. It is the spring of action by which faith lives (cf. 2:17).

(5) Wisdom

Wisdom is the gift of God (1:5–8,17; 3:13–18). By wisdom believers translate their present trials into opportunities to trust in and do the will of God. The necessity of wisdom deepens as James comes closer to the description of true faith that contrasts with the foolishness of those who imagine that living faith does not necessarily express itself in obedience (2:20). What Paul meant by the fruit of the Spirit is not identical to what James meant by the fruit of wisdom “from heaven” (3:15,17). James did not make thematic connections with the spirit of wisdom known from the Old Testament (e.g., Prov 8:22–31) or from the writings of John and Paul. The practical outworkings of wisdom and of the spirit, however, are strikingly similar.

(6) Human Nature

James made the point that the conflicts of faith and the temptations to sin find their source within fallen human nature (1:13–15; 3:9; 4:1). Human beings are created in and possess the qualities of the image of God (3:9), but they are also their own sources of evil desire and contentiousness. James’s epistle shows a consistency with the rest of the New Testament on this point. The devil and his demons are a reality (2:19), but they are in no way the cause of human contradiction and sin. “Each one” (1:14) is his own tempter whose evil desires, if they are given free reign, are more powerful than the weak will to resist. Only trust in God for the practical wisdom of faith can convert this situation into an occasion for deep repentance (4:7–10) and for deeds done in love.

(7) Church

The Letter of James does not supply direct teaching on the nature of the church but presupposes it. The local church possessed a plurality of elders upon whom the sick were to call for prayer (5:14), but James gave no indication of the nature of their authority. There were teachers, whose number was to remain small, for a harsher judgment awaits those lacking true competence or maturity for this role (3:1).Whether they held an office or simply exercised a spiritual gift is not apparent, nor is it indicated whether they were only male or could include females among their number.37 The practice of prayer and the centrality of the Word of God are evident throughout James. But since ecclesiology is only a background factor in the message of our epistle, themes such as baptism and the Lord’s Supper are not discussed.

(8) God

God the Creator receives praise throughout the body of the letter. That he has created the universe and sustains it by continuing to give “perfect” gifts is summed up in the title “Father of lights” (3:9; 1:17). God is generous and merciful, but he is also the Judge and Lawgiver who is “able to save and destroy” (4:12). The doctrine of God, like that of the law or of Christ, is presupposed in James rather than extensively developed.

(9) Christ

Although Christology is one of the key doctrines of the faith that is presupposed in the letter, James did make it clear that Jesus Christ is the Lord whom he served (1:1). Significantly, Jesus Christ is said to share this title with “God” (the Father). He is also called “glorious” (2:1), fully sharing in the glory that belongs to God alone. With these twin titles, Christ is identified with God. Why is it that interpreters willingly accept the letters of Paul, which contain only minimal references to the story of Jesus’ life, yet are unwilling to accept the same from James, claiming that it is not a truly Christian letter?

Given the uniqueness of James’s letter, it is imperative that it be read on its own terms as a distinctive witness to Christian faith. Interpreters misread James when they read him according to standards that are foreign to him. A right understanding of his teachings is accessible only if readers let him speak and pay careful attention to the actual contents of his text.
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GREETING TO THE “DIASPORA” (1:1)

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

To the twelve tribes scattered among the nations:

Greetings.

The Letter of James opens with a greeting contained in a single verse (cp. the seven-verse greeting that begins Romans). This apostolic salutation heads the chapter (vv. 1–17) of the letter. Stylistically, the greeting1 is Greek and has a form that is unusual in the New Testament (e.g., in Acts 23:26 in official Roman correspondence). But this assertion is unfounded, for the greeting can be found in intertestamental and early Christian literatures.2 More important is that precisely the same greeting is used in the letter to the Gentile Christians in Acts 15:23, a letter almost certainly authored by James, the brother of Jesus (cf. 23:26; 2 John 10–11). Other letters of the New Testament bear distinctively Christian greetings “through the Lord Jesus Christ.” This one is quite general, perhaps out of respect for the Hellenistic readership of the letter.

1:1    The greeting connects with the rest of our letter as part of its formal and thematic unity.3 The repeated use of the word “God” in the text (cf. 1:5,13,20,27; 2:5,19,23; 3:9; 4:4,6–8) actually functions in a connective way.4 “Lord,” which can refer either to God the Father or to Christ the Son, also is woven throughout the letter (cf. 1:7; 2:1 with Christ; 3:9; 4:10,15; 5:4,10–11,15). Probably the most important bond between the greeting and the body of the letter is the wordplay between “greetings” (charein) in this verse and “joy” (charan) in the next.5 This delightful linkage also moves the addressees directly into the practical/spiritual perspective of the epistle.

The one who addresses the readers so authoritatively is none other than James,6 the Lord’s brother, although the identification is not made explicit. The lack of further identification reflects, perhaps, James’s determination not to allow his extraordinary familial relationship to imply unique authority for his teaching. Yet from the vantage point of the New Testament and the early church, this relationship was of signal importance. Part of the long questioning about the compatibility of Paul’s teaching with that of James is rooted in the question of how prominent James was at the formative stages of the church. James’s teaching does represent the more  Hebraic form of Christianity that would become eclipsed by the Hellenistic one. Fourth-century Christianity recognized its essential agreement with Jesus’ teaching and could discern the indispensability of James’s epistle. For our purposes it is enough to recognize who the author of the letter is in order to hear it and assimilate its teachings.

The title “servant”7 James adopted for himself was one used to describe many of the Lord’s chosen.8 Throughout biblical history such persons—usually prophets—led the people of God because they were divinely selected to be his servants. Since an attitude of service is what distinguishes biblical leadership, there is no contradiction between service and leadership. What distinction there would be between reader and apostle is de-emphasized through the use of “servant” and through the repeated use of “brothers” when directly addressing the readers. This was James the Righteous, James the servant.

Although James’s service was rendered to “God and to the Lord Jesus Christ,” the text could bear the sense of affirming the deity of Christ. This sense appears again in 2:1, where Jesus can be said to be the glory of God. It is grammatically possible that James was saying he served “Jesus Christ who is God and Lord,” which would be one of the great affirmations of the deity of Jesus Christ in the New Testament.9 Titus 1:1, the only other New Testament greeting to use the term “servant of God,” does not add the name of Jesus Christ, whereas Rom 1:1, 2 Pet 1:1, and Jude 1 use “servant of [Jesus] Christ.” The Book of Acts expresses the close relation between God and Jesus Christ (cf. 11:17; 15:26; 28:31). We should not turn away too quickly from this suggested interpretation.

James, however, may have been intending to exalt both God the Father and Christ. There is no doubt that such an ascription of deity to Jesus Christ would be a sensitive issue—though not as much in a Gentile as in a Jewish context. We must remember what an exalted status “Lord” carries and how it can be applied to both God and Jesus (1:27 and 3:9). Perhaps there is a kind of openness in this text for a reading that both distinguishes and identifies God and Christ. Against this ambiguity, however, is the use of the word “God,” which in James always refers to the Father (1:27; 3:9). In serving Christ as Lord, James served God the Father.

The recipients of the letter, who possessed a messianic faith and therefore were the church, are named (lit.) “the twelve tribes in the dispersion [diaspora].” The Greek word diaspora is related to the verb diaspeir[image: image], “sow, scatter”; hence the NIV rendering “scattered among the nations.” Dispersion points first of all to Israel since the time of the Assyrian captivity of the ten tribes (cf. John 7:35). The connection is surely made here with believers in terms of the Old Testament anticipation of the restoration of Israel.10 The use of the term here, however, has been extended to apply to all the people of God in Christ. The three uses of the verb diaspeir[image: image] in the New Testament all refer to the scattering of the church (Acts 8:1,4; 11:19). The noun diaspora also occurs three times. In John 7:35 it refers to Jews living among the Gentiles. But here and in 1 Pet 1:1 the reference is to the inclusive people of God who are scattered throughout the earth.11 James wanted to affirm the closest connection between Jewish and Gentile Christians. They were all related by faith through Christ and through “our father” Abraham (cf. 2:21 and Gal 3:9). The idea of the church as the restored Israel appears in the New Testament in several key passages (Matt 19:28; Luke 22:30; Rom 4; 1 Cor 10:1; Gal 4:21–31; 3:16; Phil 3; Rev 21:12). The sense here is that the church is the continuation of God’s people Israel in a representative sense (Rom 9:24–26; Gal 6:16; 1 Pet 2:9).12

Significant passages in the Old Testament and the intertestamental literature identify certain Gentile nations who hosted the “diaspora” people of God: Babylon (Jer 29:4–23), Assyria (2 Apoc. Bar. 78–287), and Egypt (2 Macc 1:1–10a; 10b–2:18). The apostolic letter was sent abroad to the Gentile believers with the true diaspora people of God by James at the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15:23–29. In 1 Peter the Gentile addressees are treated as partners in a new Judaism. This letter describes them according to the Jewish stereotypes: election, stigma, suffering, future vindication. Election is seen to cause estrangement with the world and to require a sojourning mode of life. It is likely then that James’s “diaspora” audience contained both Jewish and Gentile believers.

James identifies believers as the “twelve tribes.” No matter how one views Israel in its ongoing relation to God, the term here is unequivocally being applied to the church of Jesus Christ (cf. 5:14). In comparison with Paul’s view of the church from Ephesians 2 and Romans 11, we see that, far from displacing Israel as God’s beloved, the church participates in a new covenant that will ultimately be the fulfillment of the original Abrahamic/Mosaic covenant. Through Christ believers are adopted into the family of the Heavenly Father and father Abraham (cf. Rom 4:11). Through Christ, with respect to his humanity, believers are spiritually adopted into the family of Abraham. This becomes most explicit in Gal 3:7, where all believers are directly called “children of Abraham.”

It may also be suggested that “twelve tribes” is meant to correspond with the diversity of Gentile origins or identities that are present in the church.13 This diversity is reflected in the seven churches of Revelation and in the many prophetic allusions to the multitude of people, languages, and nations that will participate in the kingdom of God. This diversity is also reflected in Peter’s Pentecost sermon in Acts 2, where the diaspora are indirectly tied to the moment of the descent of the Spirit upon “all people” (Acts 2:17). Everyone heard the same word of praise to God but in each of the languages represented. They would all be baptized into one people in Christ on a single day. The jump from the many languages of diaspora Jews to the “all people” upon which the Spirit was poured out was a major event for the Jerusalem church of James’s day. The church was growing among the many “tribes” of the Gentiles in all its ethnic diversity into one people of God.

However, there also is a negative aspect to “diaspora,” the exile that is a wandering away from God. The theme of self-deception on the part of the people of God who actually contradict the truth of God is preponderant in the epistle.14 The Lord remained faithful to his people even in the strange lands into which they had been dispersed, but their estrangement from him caused by their unrepentant sin got them there. Through faith in Christ, believers are no longer friends of the world (cf. 4:4) but experience a kind of exile existence whether Jew or Gentile.

Thus the theme of diaspora governs the entire letter. Indeed, its closing verse emphasizes the return to God from wandering in sin. But all of God’s people share together the experience of exile, where trials and temptations are characteristic of the life of faith. Only through the profound wisdom and leading of God can they and will they endure. Indeed, in this way the letter presumes an interpretive standpoint for all of Scripture for believers of whatever origin, for they are part of the twelve tribes of the true Israel in Jesus Christ.

I. THE TRIAL AND FULFILLMENT OF FAITH (1:2–27)

This first section of James presents trials in their positive and negative aspects. Trials are to be seen overall as a ground for rejoicing since vital faith is required by God, and trials serve as its stimulus. Trials encourage a continuing dependence upon God and maturation toward the greater worship of God in the activities appropriate to faith in him. Wisdom is required for maintaining a vital faith relation to God and his Word. A kind of “perfection” (1:4,17,25 in KJV) is assured to believers who progress in wisdom. Great reward is promised to the believer who has great discernment for practicing “pure and faultless religion.”

1. Faith for Wisdom (1:2–8)

This subsection teaches a rudimentary aspect of faith: allowing God to use trials in believers’ lives to accomplish his purpose. Believers are encouraged to turn to God in the prayer of faith for divine wisdom. Wisdom from God (i.e., the Holy Spirit) in the New Testament is the special gift from above that strengthens faith. Wisdom, however, unlike the Spirit, is what “the word planted in you” (1:21) is all about. One source of great testing for faith is wealth, but “faith is the great equalizer,”15 and trials will test rich and poor believers alike.

In these verses contrasts are set up between faith and doubt. This distinction is key. There is no belief/unbelief dichotomy in James. As we will see in the next chapter, the great problem is not unbelief but inactive faith (cf. 2:18). Doubt characterizes human nature, especially before God. Doubt is not contrasted here with certainty but rather with joy. For James joy is not the product of circumstances but rather the most fundamental expression of faith. Faith is not so much a means of accomplishment but rather a means by which to become open to the instructive wisdom of God. Wisdom is not so much a question of evaluating a person’s performance as a means toward acquiring the maturity in faith that characterizes a true child of God.

(1) Joy for Maturity (1:2–4)

2Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, 3because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. 4Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.

1:2    James began with pure encouragement, commending to believers the “pure [lit. “all”; NRSV “nothing but”] joy” that was theirs in the face of “trials of many kinds.” Being brothers in Christ means sharing in the testing of their faith. James encouraged them to embrace their trials not for what they were but for what God could accomplish through them. As in the admonitions of Rom 5:2–5 and 1 Pet 1:6–7, James here teaches that trials serve as a test for genuine faith. Earthly hardships and losses put believers on display. Trials form an essential part of God’s plan for his people. The God who will save us from the fate of the world will sustain us with joy in the midst of it. An eschatological joy is in view here (cf. v. 12). Believers know all the more by their suffering (Matt 5:11–12) that they belong to God.16 The knowledge of this truth is the cause of their “pure joy,” which rests upon the future revelation of God and the reversal of their circumstances (Mal 3:17–18).

The wordplay between “greetings” (chairein) and “joy” (charan) establishes the connection between James’s greeting and his introduction, which suggests something of a title for his letter: Joy in serving God. James’s reference to trials has in view specific sufferings of his readers (cf. 2:6; 5:l–6). The real artistry of the wordplay and other features of James’s text indicate a crafting for the sake of moral persuasiveness.17 The use of numerous verbal imperatives also accomplishes this. The first imperative of the letter, “consider it pure joy,” initiates a series that continues through to the final chapter with “take the prophets,” whose faith proved genuine after “testing” (cf. 5:11).18 Above all, Abraham (cf. Gen 22; Jas 2) is that one who endured the trial and was proven in the test. Many fail the tests of God, as in the example of Israel (cf. Num 14), but all of these tests are part of the larger scriptural context of our letter. In every trial the people of God should see their preparation for greater things God has planned for them.19

What exactly did James mean by “trials”?20 Although the word periasmos can be understood in other contexts to mean a leading into evil, that is, “temptation” in the passive sense (cf. peirazo, “tempt,” in 1:13), this is not the case here. These are testings in the active sense of experiences that prove a person’s intentions. James’s hearers were undergoing trials in the permissive will of God to prove the genuineness of their faith. Such trials come close to the crossbearing Jesus required of his disciples (Matt 10:38; 16:24). There would be trouble for them as they lived for him and his gospel. These trials involved persecution “because of righteousness” (Matt 5:10; cf. 1 Pet 3:14).

Like the great exemplars of faith, disciples should joyfully accept as tests the opposition they encounter to serving God. This is also in line with Paul’s “many hardships” (Acts 14:22) by which we enter the kingdom of God (Acts 16). In such testing, the basic truth of discipleship in Jesus’ own thinking must be kept in view: “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first” (John 15:18; cf. Matt 10:22; 24:9). Disciples are not greater than their Master, and essential to serving him is the testing that strengthens faith. Thus, because Jesus was tested (cf. Heb 2:10), his followers should expect and accept the troubles that test them.

James also referred to “trials of many kinds.” A multitude of afflictions are in view: conflicts from opponents, doubts, fears, and tribulations. These trials are mostly external in comparison with those discussed later in the chapter. Enduring trials is something the servant of Christ must do in view of the inheritance of glory. The end of the ages has come in Christ, and service to him brings opposition. This is the very cause of trials in the Christian life. The biblical text presents no strong demarcation between the tribulations near the end and the tribulation in the end.21

In the face of these many kinds of trials, James pointed to God, who was ready to bestow blessing.22 Joy is a reality for those who serve. We see a reciprocal dynamic here. The servant of Christ swims against the stream of unbelief in his or her service. No time is free of conflict. The servants of God point to the only way of serving God, and this is a scandal, a stumbling block to the followers of other religions. The world, which is primarily religious but pagan, opposes the servants of Christ. But this is to be expected.

1:3    God proves the genuineness of faith in his servants: this is a fundamental biblical theme. The believer endures such testing of faith and service because of what is promised: divine favor in the judgment (i.e., the reward of life in 1:12). As discussed in the introduction, judgment is the end of the trajectory of faith. But the servant of Christ faces that judgment and the trials of the present with joy because of the promise of God’s mercy (cf. 2:13). The teaching on trials in the Christian life, like that found in Hebrews 12,23 focuses on trials as proving our parent-child relation with God and as the discipline necessary for walking in the way of faith. The true pattern of service that must be kept in view by faith is the service of Jesus himself, “who, for the joy set before him endured the cross” (Heb 12:2). He was the true Son and was tested; thus every servant of Christ should bear up under trial as the proving of his or her identity as a true child of God. Indeed, Jesus accepted discipline, thereby growing “in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and man” (Luke 2:52).

This proving of filial identity supplies us with a key to understanding this section of James (1:2–8). The proof that those who suffer trials are God’s children is necessary from God’s perspective, for it will provide a threefold witness: to himself, to the believer, and to the world. God’s interest in the witness to himself can be seen in the testing of Abraham: “Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son” (Gen 22:12).

One of the interpretive challenges of this section of James is to show the relation between “trials” and “temptations” (v. 13) and to account for the shift in meaning between them. The temptation narratives of Jesus in the Gospels, however, furnish a possible solution. With temptations there is also the test: “If you are the Son of God …” (cf. Matt 4:3,6). In an astonishing way, Jesus succeeds in demonstrating his identity to Satan rather than to the world by enduring his temptations. The devil wanted Jesus to put his power on display for the world and in turn submit to him. Jesus obeyed his Father and gave no demonstration to the world at the devil’s behest. If he had done so, he would have failed the test.

James had an underlying confidence that believers would pass their testings. In every confrontation in service, the believer should see a basis for joy in trials in that they are acquiring the perseverance24 necessary for greater service and also are proving that they belong to God.

But James’s readers knew the good reason God allows such trials (v. 3).25 God intends for them to result in a mature and complete faith; perseverance is faith’s first product. But perseverance is not a minimal virtue. Rather, it is elemental to that fortitude of the soldier who braves all in his life-and-death struggle on the field of combat. Praised by Paul (1 Thess 1:3) and by the author of Revelation (cf. 14:12), perseverance characterizes the godly both before and after Christ. The gradual and painful acquisition of this virtue is also unmistakable. Perseverance, though essential to faith, is not infused immediately in a moment of conversion. Only through great ardor and the stumbling pursuit of the goal laid before it and only through sustained service in spite of opposition does perseverance come.

1:4    The perseverance of faith is a virtue in and of itself. Indeed, perseverance characterizes genuine faith. Faith, one of the “good and perfect” gifts of God (v. 17), grows up to produce perseverance in the believer; indeed it makes the believer a perfect (teleios; “mature,” NIV) work. Believers have been birthed by God (v. 18), and they grow up to full maturity in him.26

What James said about persecution must be balanced with what he said in 3:2 about all of us stumbling in many ways. Immediately following, James spoke of someone who is “perfect” in speech. Completeness of faith is meant here whereby profession and behavior are inseparable—this is the maturity of faith James wanted for them.

“Perfect” (teleios) was an extremely important word for James, occurring in 1:4 twice (cf. KJV, “Let patience have her perfect work, that ye may be perfect”) and in 1:17,25; 3:2. It has three aspects: the character of individuals in all their acts, a divine model or purpose that is under construction or in process, and the ultimate realization of that purpose in the eschaton or the last things.27 The use of holokl[image: image]ros (“complete”)28 along with teleios (“perfect”) implies a gradual process of adding virtue upon virtue29 until one is “not lacking anything.” Thus faith becomes complete in the fullest sense, ready to stand before God in the judgment, which is faith’s goal.

(2) Faith without Doubt (1:5–8)

5If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him. 6But when he asks, he must believe and not doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. 7That man should not think he will receive anything from the Lord; 8he is a double-minded man, unstable in all he does.

1:5    Naturally, every believer still “lacks” that which would make him or her perfect and whole in faith. Wisdom30 is required because the faithful do not always know how to persevere nor do they easily find the will to rejoice in future blessings while enduring present trials. A divine vision or perspective is needed in the present to aid the believer in the journey and to fortify the self against temptation. The believer is enjoined to turn to God for the internal and practical means to endure the diverse trials of faith.31 Wisdom must come from God and is akin to the implanted Word of this chapter (v. 18; cf. 1 Kgs 10:24; Ps 51:6). It is not automatic, however, but must be sought (cf. Prov 1:2; 2:1–12; 4:5–7; 16:16).

Wisdom is given out of God’s generosity and gentleness. He is not like the ruler of Prov 23:1–3 whose desirable delicacies are “deceptive.” God gives “without finding fault.” To request wisdom in the midst of trial is precisely what God intends for his people. Wisdom is always God’s gift to his own. Wisdom also is necessary to endure the testing of faith. By such wisdom Jesus himself endured his sufferings (cf. 1 Cor 1:24). Jesus promised his disciples that they would be granted wisdom in the face of the opposition of the world to their message (cf. Matt 12:42; Luke 11:31; 21:15). The New Testament is emphatic about the need for this wisdom and gives special attention to those in possession of it.32 Later on in the letter the qualities of this wisdom will be defined in contrast to a destructive worldly “wisdom” (3:13,15,17).

God’s generosity is emphasized and is central to Jesus’ own teaching (Matt 7:7 and parallels; 18:19; 21:22 and parallels; cf. Jer 29:12–13). Using a term for “generously” that means “simple, open, sincere action,”33 James begins to tear away at false ideas his audience has about God (cf. 1:7,13,17,20,27). The generosity of God is nondiscriminatory. God does not criticize the humble suppliant. That is, his wisdom is given not just to a particular class of persons within the whole people of God but rather to everyone who belongs to him.34 However poor, ignorant, mistaken, or confused believers may be, they are commanded to pray for wisdom.35 This command is matched by the certainty of receiving wisdom from God. Every believer then is called to turn to God directly to consider the word that has been planted in the heart. In this way the believer wakens to a new understanding of the world and history. God, who is the source of all good (v. 17), is correspondingly generous to all who exercise humility and ask of him.

1:6    But of course this promise of wisdom from God belongs only to those who have faith. In v. 3 faith was that which identifies one as a believer (cf. Luke 18:8). This faith, which comes from God alone, is like a door that had once been shut but has now been opened (cf. Acts 14:27). What was once secret—kept between God and his very own Israel—now is a mystery disclosed (1 Tim 3:9). The fruit of the gift of wisdom is the understanding that faith is all-encompassing.36 This faith is essential to the true piety or genuine religion James enjoined at the conclusion of this chapter (v. 27). Here is active trust or confidence in God.37 Abraham (5:15) was one who modeled such faith. Jesus taught about the potency of faith to move the immovable (Matt 17:20) and about the overcoming of doubt (Matt 21:21). God is always the source of the power of faith. The will of God always distinguishes true faith from false faith. Faith to do amounts to nothing if it is not in accord with the revealed will of God. And so this faith is an exercising of trust in the generosity and power of God.

A close connection exists, therefore, between faith, prayer, and wisdom. The one who asks for wisdom asks in faith; asking in faith requires divine wisdom; to ask for wisdom is itself wise and is part and parcel of persevering in faith and growing in wisdom. Growth in wisdom is to understand that everything of faith is from God. Prayer is both accepting and asking. Prayer accepts the gift of faith. Prayer likewise asks for the means to work out that faith through the gift of wisdom. In the asking mode of prayer, the believer seeks that which will secure persevering wisdom. And asking without doubt38 is at the heart of James’s understanding of prayer.

This attack against doubt is not irrational. This doubting is not about the existence of God but about what kind of God the believer serves. Throughout the letter all James’s corrections and warnings are finally concerned with his addressees’ misapprehensions of God. True faith is what it is because God is who he is. Since faith is always a matter of personal trust in God, to doubt God in any way is to call his character into question. In actuality, of course, doubting also calls the believer’s character into question. And this was what James was concerned with: combating the corrupt faith of worldly Christians.

The believer is called to God and to his purposes, which encompass every aspect of life. God’s promise is in accord with his nature: he is generous, and he gives what he promises. The divine gift of wisdom, like the faith God alone can give, aids the believer in rendering unwavering attention to his service to God. To waver in the presence of God (cf. Matt 21:21; Rom 4:20) is to hold oneself back from him. To waver is not a problem of doubting the existence of God. Rather, faith must trust in God without hesitating. This hearkens back to the temptations of Israel in the wilderness, always looking back to Egypt while looking forward to God (also Lot’s wife in Gen 19:26). This doubting then is the believer holding back from acting. Keeping faith with God is the issue. Being loyal to God, who is faithful to keep his promises, is at stake. Doubt then is an act of distrust when action is called for by the loving God (cf. Matt 21:2–11).

The believer who doubts in his relationship with God exposes the instability of his faith. Here James inserts the analogy of the wave.39 The doubter is like the ocean surface blown this way and that by the wind. Doubt becomes a moral problem here, for doubt becomes willful disobedience to God, and the believer becomes like the wicked (cf. Isa 57:20; Eph 4:14). By nature human beings are, at the least, extremely vulnerable to the evil influences all about them. In unbelief the sinner has no direction nor the strength to withstand these influences. But doubt renders the believer subject to these same forces. Lacking confident trust in God, how can the believer make a request of God? In doubt that which is contrary to faith and trust in God leaves the believer entirely exposed to its random assaults upon the will. Among James’s addressees doubt was particularly the temptation to trust in wealth (v. 11). Because of doubt the believer no longer suffers the trial of faith but rather the excruciating instability of a life torn by two loyalties. Elsewhere James pronounced this a conflict between loving God and loving the world (cf. 4:4).

1:7    James comments about the expectations of a believer whose faith is adulterated by doubt. Persistent doubt nullifies faith. Faith receives because it trusts. Doubt, which also is directed toward God, is totally rejected by him. Prayer accompanied by doubt is much like the problem of claiming to have faith but showing no works (cf. 2:17). There may be expectations, but they are unfounded in relation to God and his will. Such doubters will receive nothing from God. The “not … anything” may imply that what was expected was other than what was promised, that is, wisdom. The doubting believer misunderstands God and fails to apprehend the blessing of God. He suffers from self-delusion about the relationship of faith and prayer. In the next chapter the root problem of self-deception is disclosed as a culpable misleading to which we fall prey. For indeed we receive gifts from the Lord in personal relationship with him. Doubting is a refusal or a denial of this relationship. We call him “Lord” but do not do what he says, thus putting no confidence in him.40

1:8    Here we find the famous reference to the double-minded man.41 The way of true faith in God is with the whole heart, mind, or soul. To pursue both the evil way and the good way is to divide oneself and to corrupt all the good. The result is a divided loyalty to God that can proclaim faith only superficially. The doubting “believer” is always in two minds and therefore always hypocritical. Paul’s reference to “carnal” and “spiritual” minds reflects this same concern (cf. 1 Cor 2:14–15). Such a double-minded man attempts to live with a contradictory blend of desires from two worlds: pleasure and virtue. But he cannot serve both God and self, the spirit and the flesh, the law of life and the law of death, the wisdom from above and the wisdom from below (cf. 3:15,17). That the double-minded believer is a “believer” is already clear, for he is challenged to understand trials not as the interruption of pleasure by suffering but as the pathway toward a mature faith. This pathway will require endurance, but this is secured by the wisdom God always provided to those who ask for it in faith.

James was emphatic: double-mindedness mars a “believer’s” life. No part of it remains unsullied. Filled with ulterior motives, a “believer’s” divided thinking is only indicative of divided loyalties. His entire relationship with God, especially in prayer, is marred by his self-perverted faith. The source of the “believer’s” struggle with doubt is divided loyalties to the self and to God.

But a “Christian doubter” is an oxymoron. In this case “doubt” is in a special class by itself. The doubting believer holds back from active trust. Although such people claim to trust in God, they in fact do not. They may pray the prayers of profession, but they do not pray authentically, that is, the prayers of surrender to God’s will. James described such a believer as unstable and restless in everything.42 The fickleness and instability James had in mind here is connected with real danger and destructiveness because loyalty to God is at stake. Granted, one can live without wholehearted devotion to God, but such a one will become warped—because faith is unauthentic.

Why should such a person expect anything from God through prayer? If wisdom is God’s best blessing, why isn’t he praying above all for wisdom? Like blessing and cursing from the same mouth, this “should not be” (cf. 3:10). If nothing can be expected from God, then there is the real question of whether anything can be expected from doubting “believers.” James’s intent was to point out that doubting believers constantly manifest an ineffectiveness of faith that suggests the nonauthenticity of belief. This exposure of inadequate faith is the primary burden of the first chapter, and James reiterates it throughout.

The Book of James is both deeply spiritual and painfully practical, providing a rich resource for the Christian doctrine of humanity. For who has not sensed the tug of good and evil impulses within the self? Later in the chapter the source of temptation will be taken up, expanding upon the theme of double-mindedness (vv. 14–15). James was determined to show that there is no safe middle ground between faith and unbelief. Embedded in this passage, however, is much that is encouraging. Although the doubter cannot expect to receive anything from the Lord, the wholehearted believer should expect to receive wisdom for the journey of faith—this is the divine promise. With simple and undivided faith in God, wisdom is his treasure lavished upon the humble believer.

2. Faith Reversing Status (1:9–11)

In this passage James introduces a cardinal teaching of the gospel: the eschatological reversal of status experienced now in fellowship with Jesus (cf. Matt 19:30; Luke 1:46–55). “Lift up the poor believers now; require the rich believers to humble themselves” would be a correct understanding of James’s intent. By means of an extended metaphor, including a short parable, the text calls for a kind of spirituality consistent with the coming reversal. The asymmetry of James’s assessments of different human states of life is well known. James was especially hard in his judgments of the wealthy. Such judgment coming so early in the letter serves as a strong critique of prideful affluence in the modern world.

(1) The Boast of the Poor (1:9)

9The brother in humble circumstances ought to take pride in his high position.

1:9    The man in the humblest43 condition should boast in the high position that will be his in the future with God. For James there was a close relationship between being humble in status and being humble in spirit, at least within the context of genuine faith, which he assumed. Low social standing was had on many levels for those who were poor. James exhorted those of low standing as believers to boast or to “take pride” in their coming exaltation.44 They had brothers in the church who were of high socioeconomic standing, and the opposite exhortation was directed toward them. Although these poor men and women had nothing visible to boast in, their boast was nevertheless greater than those who boasted in themselves.45 Their poverty, then, had turned into a double benefit, for it encouraged the humility and faith God requires.

A kind of spiritual exercise is outlined here (cf. 4:7–10). In preparation for the coming kingdom of God, the whole church should encourage those poor and destitute, who in everyday life were rejected and kept at the margins, to come forward and to lead the rejoicing of the church in its future hope. They were to have the “most important seats in the synagogue” of the Lord (cf. Luke 20:46). James offered poor believers special encouragement to appropriate their dignity as elect members of God’s kingdom.46

Paul had boasted in his weakness in view of the Lord’s greater strength (Rom 5:3; 2 Cor 10:15). In a similar way the poor and lowly are encouraged to glory in the rich heavenly reward that has been promised to them. Thus, they become a sign of the Lord’s salvation. That salvation includes the reversal of status of poor and rich, of wise and foolish, of strong and weak, and of noble and despised. Faith and the mercy of God are always determinative for salvation, and James was determined to show that the poor believer has a special place in God’s plan by exhibiting this essential relation (cf. 2:5).

(2) The Reduction of the Rich (1:10–11)

10But the one who is rich should take pride in his low position, because he 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 man will fade away even while he goes about his business.

1:10    The spiritual exercise continues for the rich.47 Knowing that in the judgment the rich of the world will be stripped of their perishable wealth and influence, rich believers should “take pride” (the Greek depends on the previous verse for the verb) in their “low position”;48 that is, they should humble themselves now. The condemnation of those whose pride is in their wealth is a common biblical theme.49 Such pride is an overwhelming temptation. This danger is captured in the proverb “The wealth of the rich is their fortified city; they imagine it an unscalable wall” (Prov 18:11). A surprising irony is contained here, since what is imagined to be so powerful is so obviously a delusion. The rich do not need to work to survive. Thus in the midst of a world of misfortune and flux, they boast in the semblance of their security and undisturbed comfort. Yet death comes to rich and poor alike, and faith acts now in view of this common destiny. The shadow of death already hangs over the poor. Their lives are full of trouble and woe. But the rich bask in the artificial light of the borrowed time their wealth has brought them. In truth they should be humbling themselves to guard against the temptation of trusting in wealth.

The faith of a rich man must be expressed in a radically different way from that of the poor man. Because the life of the rich is so radically different, they must exercise self-abasement. This self-denial of the rich believer is their way to participate in the total trust required by God. There is, otherwise, no room for the faithless influence of the rich in the church (Isa 53:8; Acts 8:33). The specter of death hangs over the poor as the wretched end of a wretched life—what a wonderful reversal when the hearts of the poor are filled with the joy of the Lord! But the spectacle of the ruination of beauty possessed of the wealthy is the motive for the self-humbling exercise that submits in trust to God. The rich must consider very soberly that the distinguished position they have enjoyed above common folk will disappear in the kingdom of God.

The rich are compared to a wild flower, a familiar Old Testament image of fragility.50 As the exaltation of the poor believer will appear like life from the dead, the lowering of the rich believer to a place among the least rewarded will be its own kind of spectacle. This metaphor of the falling flower is part of an apocalyptic vision of dying creatures under the judgment of God. James as well as other New Testament writers sharply applied to the rich the quick passing away of people in their bodily lives. Like the transitory beauty of gold (1 Pet 1:7) and the other splendors of this life (Rev 18:14; cf. Jer 10:11; Dan 7:17), the rich will pass out of existence in submission to the God who holds life and death.

1:11    The process of “fad[ing] away”51 is harsh. The Middle Eastern sun “rises,”52 and its heat scorches53 the anemone and cyclamen flowers, quickly causing their beauty to fade. They become mere withered grasses to kindle fires. Their appearance is gone forever under the sun. The beauty of the flower is compared to the beauty of a wealthy man’s busy life. All of the hurrying about to maintain success and influence is soon lost. And it is fairly clear here that the rich are made busy by their wealth. James portrayed the hustle of the wealthy. He is much like the industrious rich farmer who is told in his own apocalyptic moment that he is utterly poor toward God and his life is at its end (Luke 12:15–21).54 Similarly, the affairs55 of the rich in James now amount to nothing. Surely something so favorable and disarming as wealth and beauty (cf. 2:1–4) would have been more enduring. But those who possess them fall quickly under the harsh heat of this perishable life.

The rich man should beware, according to James, because he “will fade away”56 together with all his undertakings. In the very movement and manner (v. 8) of displaying the beauty of a wealthy life, all will be lost (cf. 4:13–16). This is the order of things (cf. v. 24). Perishability and loss rule over all of life, but obviously the losses of the wealthy are greater. The biblical meaning of this loss is reflected in 1 Cor 3:12–13, which says that a believer can build a life of service upon the perishables of worldly value, and all of it will be consumed in the fire of judgment.

Nothing of earthly possessions contributes in itself to the kingdom of God. Indeed, the allure of wealth is illusory and invites disaster because of the high cost of making and protecting it. Using riches for their own sake exposes the total lack of lasting value in wealth. Thus the life of the rich and their wealth together fade away. The stark contrast with the call to persevere in vv. 2–3 could not have been made more pronounced. James later confronted the rich again with the sins of injustice they had committed in amassing their fortunes (5:1–6). An eternal perishing awaits them.

The overall context for this hard truth about the wealthy and their wealth is the instruction of the Christian community; the rich can be a coequal part of the community of believers. But let their holding and use of the wealth and position be carried under an umbrella of humility. The rich cannot boast in their wealth because confidence in wealth belongs to the enmity of the world system against God’s values. James offered a proper way of relating and worshiping among believers of different economic statuses through a kind of spiritual exercise. Drawing from Paul’s similar thought, let the rich brother exercise the “as if’s” of 1 Cor 7:29–31, “for this world in its present form is passing away.”

3. The Matter of Life and Death (1:12–18)

In this section an added dimension is given to the meaning and purpose of trials. Temptations are discussed as well as the great danger they pose toward the Christian life when they are allowed to rule or dominate. The great reward promised to those who live life by persevering faith also appears here. This promise completes the series of assurances to the faithful that James wished them to focus upon. The care of the Heavenly Father evident in the lives of believers is presented from the standpoint of his care over the entire universe. The majesty and goodness of his reign is great cause for the rejoicing of this passage. How can the standards and staples of the world possibly compare to those of the Heavenly Father?

(1) Trial as Life Giving (1:12)

12Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him.

1:12    This verse returns to the theme of steadfastness or endurance in the midst of trials (cf. 5:7–11). Because of the faithfulness of the believer under trial, James declared that such a person is “blessed.”57 Such “macarisms” (a term based on the Greek word makarios for “blessed”) or “beatitudes” (cf. Matt 5:3–11) reflect the person’s right relation to God. These are often used in the Old Testament (Deut 33:29; Pss 1:1; 2:12; 144:15; Prov 3:13) and by Jesus in the Gospels (Matt 13:16; 24:46; Luke 6:20–22; 12:37–38; 14:14; John 13:17; 20:29). James’s macarism (cf. 5:11) indicates an important conclusion and direction for him. The guiding principle of his entire first chapter is the right understanding of wisdom. Right understanding means a life that puts faith and action together. Right understanding means putting the promise of God ahead of the cares of this life and receiving assurance of life to come beyond death. Right understanding about wise action is blessedness. Anything can be endured with this wisdom because the reward of divine life has been secured for the believer.

Wisdom has been requested and given (Jas 1:5; cf. Luke 11:9), and wherever wisdom is truly received, believers endure testing until the test is finished. They are blessed because they posses the living hope of the salvation of the soul (Matt 5:12; Luke 6:23). Much like the testing spoken of in 1:3, patient endurance results in approval (“when he has stood the test” is lit. “having been approved”)58 when the test is over.59 God wishes to use trials to produce believers (cf. 2 Cor 10:18; 13:7; 2 Tim 2:15) who stand their ground through a devout life shaped by the Word of God. The testing is finished when the present life is over.60 Approval does not entail a faultless endurance, as if sinlessness were expected (cf. 3:2a). Rather, it acknowledges a faith that perseveres in the love of God, who promises life.61

This love for God is an obedient love (cf. 2:5).62 Obedience through love is the nature of right relationship with God, a relationship of wholehearted participation in the covenantal love of God. Although the love of God for his people is emphasized by Paul and John (Rom 8:37; Eph 2:4; 5:2; 1 Thess 1:4; 2 Thess 2:16; John 14– 16; 1 John 4:7–10), human love for God also can be expressed. First John 5:2 states this as plainly as James does: “This is how we know that we love the children of God: by loving God and carrying out his commands.”

For the promised reward James used the exceptional term “the crown [stephanos] of life” (cf. Rev 2:10).63 The present life is characterized by the testing of every child of God. This testing is much like the disciplining to be endured that is described in Heb 12:7–13. According to James the poor endure the troubles of their poverty; the rich endure their temptation to trust in their wealth rather than in God alone and therefore to be double-minded; those between the two extremes are tempted by their desires and rationalizations to imitate the wealthy. These lifelong tests are relieved at the end of life with the reward of divine life. In the meantime each is to pursue genuine love for God that issues in the true religion (v. 27).

(2) Temptation as Life Taking (1:13–15)

13When tempted, no one should say, “God is tempting me.” For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; 14but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. 15Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.

In this cluster of verses, James shifted to a mode of strong warning. This is called paraenesis, an ancient form of exhortation designed to draw one’s audience to belief and denial. The root problem—as it is throughout this first chapter—is that of proper understanding. But James here introduced a fact about the cause of misunderstanding: self-deception.

James contributed one of the most penetrating discussions of the nature of temptation in the whole Bible. But with this section of the letter also comes ambiguity. Where do trials come from? Are some from God, but not others? Are they from God at all? If not, how can we say he rules the universe? Are all trials from God and therefore his goodness is compromised? Other biblical references might be brought in to bolster the claim that God can justifiably be questioned for his testing of persons or even accused of provoking them to do evil. Would this be the case with the command to Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac (Gen 22:1; cf. Jas 2:21–23)? What of God’s testing his people in the wilderness (cf. Deut 8:2; 13:4)? These questions show how the implied question of the text, “Is God tempting me?” could be a very real concern to those who have followed James’s teaching—and much of the Bible—up to this point.

1:13    The context of the word “tempt” (peiraz[image: image])64 connotes a provocation to sin. Along with v. 14, which clearly focuses on the psychological conflict within the person, the problem of some believers with divine testing comes into view. The ambiguity of what is meant here by “tempt” stems from use of the related word peirasmos (“trial”) in v. 2, where the context does not entail an incitement to sin. The faith of the doubter in the face of trial is viewed here. This person’s incomprehension of the wisdom of God leads him to view trials as a provocation to sin; therefore he sees trials as evil. What he has failed to understand is the truth about himself. This is why the phrase “no one should say” is an important signal for interpreting the problem James now addressed. This kind of signal appears again with the problem of faith and works in 2:18. The lack of wisdom and of undivided trust in God results in a terribly distorted view of one’s relationship with God. Trials come not for the ill of God’s own but for their good. Such a lack of appreciation of the place of trials in the history of God’s covenant people is desperately in need of warning and correction.

James strongly denied that God is the origin of temptation, for “God cannot be tempted [lit. he is “without temptation”] by evil, nor does he tempt anyone.” This aphorism places together references to God’s personal character or disposition and to his activity. No evil can have its way with God.65 He is immune to any of its provocations.66 There can be nothing evil about that which concerns God. Therefore there can be nothing evil about his ways with his people. It is a flat error to regard any testing as a temptation to sin. No doubt, in a world of sinners who often succumb to the temptation to aggrandize the self, many believers feel inclined to misinterpret their trials as God-given opportunities for sin.

Temptation to sin is the operation of evil forces and the devil. In this case the believer himself is the source of temptation. There is already something within the self by which any temptation can arise. Just comprehending this is difficult for the believer who is lacking wisdom. The Gospel account of Jesus’ provocation by Peter and the terrifying retort “Get behind me Satan!” starkly illumine the source of temptation. Peter, whose assertion that Jesus not allow himself to be attacked, was regarded by Jesus as an evil tempter. But then Jesus added a clarifying and stunning statement: “You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men” (Matt 16:22–23; Mark 8:32–33).

The interchangeable “Satan” and “men” as opponents of God is arresting. The thoughts and actions of men become satanic or demonic in their rank opposition to the trials of Jesus as the means of the saving purposes of God. This human opposition to God is quite apart from any demonic possession. The appearance of “stumbling block” in Matt 16:23 also is significant. God acts as a cause of stumbling toward no one. But because of the spiritually degrading effects of sin, people often regard him, and his Son, as the cause of stumbling: “Happy is the man who finds no cause for stumbling over me.” The world stumbles over the gifts of God because it is at enmity with him (cf. Jas 4:4) and reverses the truth of God’s intent because its own ways are a refusal of God’s ways.67How easy it is to stumble over the divine intent of trials! Trouble and temptation are indistinguishable to the double-minded believer whose loyalty to God is already compromised with evil motives. There is no room for any accusation that God causes temptation.68

1:14    Just as arresting as the objection of v. 13 is the absence of a reference to Satan in the following verses. Instead of a demonic influence, one’s own “evil desire,” or “deformed desire,”69 is the cause of temptation. What is forbidden creates a double opportunity: to desire God’s pleasure or to corrupt desire (Rom 7:7–12; 2 Pet 1:4; Col 3:5). This active desire is rooted solely in the self. Deformed desire powerfully draws the sinner away to the forbidden object or activity.70 James’s recognition of the power of desire to lead the self into sin is remarkable for its insight into the human soul. Where we might expect the “devil, like a roaring lion” (1 Pet 5:8), to be dragging off the unguarded believer into sin, it is the believer who drags himself off. How opposite could the case be from falsely accusing God of causing temptation? We are our own cause of temptation, not something outside us, devil or human.71 This is not to say that Satan is not involved in the temptations of the world. But James was concentrating here on the role of the believer’s own desires in all temptations as one who has been born of God (cf. 1:18).

Along with the power of desire is the enticement72 of desire. Desire and the object of desire combine to produce real attraction and appeal. Temptation is never simply a problem with the object of desire. Temptation entices or lures us by our own appetite or imaginative relation to the object of desire. Every temptation to sin is a temptation to reinvigorate the appeal of past sins. New sins can be learned through acquiring a taste for them through the deceptiveness of temptation. But the enticement to sin is actually not in the object involved in sin. James was describing a thoroughly internalized process. The source of all temptation is the self and its desire for the sake of desire.73 Thus the complex between thinking, feeling, and willing bound up in this process of temptation is made plain. We entice ourselves with the object we desire. The blame for temptation then can never rest upon God, but entirely upon us. All temptation originates within us. Temptation is an activity of our own evil desire.

The passive sense—”is dragged away and enticed”—is also important for understanding the need for God and his wisdom. Compare Paul’s insight that the weak self is subjugated to the more powerful forces of its own evil desire (flesh) “so that you cannot do what you will” (Gal 5:17). In this passage too there is no mention whatsoever of the tempter, the devil, or Satan. For Paul life in the Holy Spirit was the antidote to the power of evil desire. Although wisdom in James should not be seen as another way of speaking about the Spirit, it too is the gift of God for overcoming temptation and for a living obedience to God. Temptation to sin is the problem of the person’s own condition as a sinner. Thus the personal struggle with evil desire is not usually one of a confrontation with the devil but rather a confrontation with our own worst enemy, namely, our very selves. The pain of temptation is a self-inflicted attack. This is the sense of being “dragged away.” Our own desires are like a marauding beast that would consume us. Also, being “enticed,” our own evil impulses are like the tempter himself, luring us into self-destructive enjoyments. This is an alarming truth, but it is an essential aspect of the wisdom of James.

1:15    The self-tempting process is inseparably tied74 to the doing of sin itself.75 Desire conceives its offspring, sin. James used the metaphor of conception for describing the development from temptation to sin. What is always so difficult for the believer, for any sinner, is the truth about one’s own sin. No matter how extraordinarily destructive sin is discovered to be, the believer can never find a source of sin outside of himself. Desire is like a creature with a reproductive life of its own. Desire has become pregnant, and sin is now alive within the self. Again, unlike the external trials that come from God, this entire movement from temptation to sin is internal to the self. Temptation, self-induced by the power and appeal of desire, is now producing sin on the way to death.76 Unrestrained evil desire then engenders a process of three closely connected stages: temptation, sin, and death.

Here is the full portrayal of the self moving against itself in the divided mind and heart of believers, represented in the metaphor of two births. Desire gives birth77 to sin. Sin,78 the offspring of desire, grows up, matures, and is ready for fertilization and conception. Finally, sin gives birth to death.79 Desire is the alien opponent within the self. But once the self has acquiesced to desire, sin is its offspring, owned by the self.

The awful image of the parasite is suggested by this text. The parasite, desire, has found its hospitable environment. When sin has been birthed, the new parasite, nurtured by the life of the self, is tightly intertwined with it. Sin engenders death. The full growth of sin issues in the slaying of the host. This juxtaposition of birth and death, with death arising from birth, is one of the most powerful statements about sin in the New Testament. The progression toward death is rather complex.

	Temptation to sin is not a divine activity but an evil one.

	Temptation begins with the potential of the believer’s own desire to satisfy self or God.

	Evil desire is a powerful attraction.

	Temptation is effected within the self.

	Sin lives within the self.

	Sin in the self grows to maturity.

	Sin slays the host—the self.


(3) The Element of Deception (1:16) 

16Don’t be deceived, my dear brothers.

1:16    The complexity of temptation and sin in the Christian life requires the warning against self-deception80 (cf. 5:19). If the great temptation of the sinner is unbelief, then the great temptation of the believer is misbelief. The believer may have a very rudimentary faith in Christ but has adopted falsehoods about the life of faith. Some among James’s audience had adopted the idea that God is the cause of temptation. And yet, in no case can a role be assigned to God in relation to evil, temptation, and sin.

James’s “beloved brothers” were to hear his strongest appeal so as to develop whole-hearted trust in God. They must be on their guard against self-deception. They should accept trials from God; he has a right to test them. But God does not tempt them, that is, entice them to do evil. To be mistaken in one’s judgment is also a common theme in the teaching of Jesus and is one of the bases for his rejection of all human judgment. Self-directed believers are either like sheep without a shepherd or are incapable of recognizing the signs of the times. There is an insidious connection between misjudging the role of God in temptation and perverting the truth about God’s nature.

(4) The Father and the Firstfruits (1:17–18)

17Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. 18He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.

1:17    James proclaimed God as the true giver of “every good and perfect gift.”81 This means that everything with God as its source is good. God is not involved in the evil we do when we are tempted; instead, he is only the source of good in our lives. He is the source of the good fight within us that resists temptation, recognizes what the law of Christ shows us about ourselves, and firms our resolve to pursue the works that belong to faith. The gifts of God are good because they never foster evil desire or sin. The gifts of God are perfect because they are the fulfillment of his will for his people. James’s statement also means that everything good, whether intrinsically so or arising from good motives, comes from the goodness of God.82 The range of God’s giving includes both the goodness of the created world in general and that of the perfect (cf. 1:4) gifts bestowed upon all who put their trust in him and seek his wisdom. A similar kind of assertion can be found in 1 John 4:7: “Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God.” Wisdom can do nothing other than refer beyond to God, who is the giver of everything good.

God generates goodness in all his works and is therefore called “Father.”83 He is the originator and ruler of all things as “Father of lights.”84 Good gifts find their origin “from above”85 —their goodness is intrinsic to them. Like the wisdom from above of 3:15,17, all good gifts “come down”86 in a revelatory and saving event. Good gifts do not come “from below”—where they are misused because of evil desire—from the created order, but only “from above,” from the Creator of heaven and earth. Thus nothing withheld from God’s children or forbidden in God’s Word is good, regardless of the enticement of desire.

The NIV translation, “who does not change87 like shifting shadows,” grapples with a notoriously difficult text.88 The term “change”89 picks up the astral realm of the phrase “Father of lights.” God, as Creator of the “heavenly lights,” is incomparably greater than they are (cf. Ps 135:6; Jer 4:23). The God who orders the stars and their changes to indicate “seasons and days and years” (Gen 1:14) and who controls all the changes in his creation does not himself change. His governance over all things is impeccable and benevolent, bringing them to the end he has willed for them.

1:18    The decision90 of God to birth believers through his Word is not the same as his general working within creation. God performs a special kind of work in the life of human beings according to his divine plan.91 Believers have faith because God gave them spiritual birth (cf. John 1:13; Phil 1:29). Of his perfect gifts, the new life he engenders is consummate. God does not cause temptation; he engenders life. The contrast could not be more pointed. This spiritual impartation of life is a giving birth (cf. v. 15)—a remarkable metaphor juxtaposed to the name “Father.” Obviously, birthing is a feminine activity, but here the image is applied to God the Father. This application is in no way a pagan contribution but one that frequently appears in Scripture.92 Indeed, the frequent New Testament reference to the “new birth” implies God giving birth to believers. In contrast to death birthed by sin, life is produced by God.

God gives birth to believers by means of his truthful word.93 The word of truth here is virtually synonymous with the gospel. It stands in strong contrast to the self-deception of evil desire and the sin it produces. The word of truth is the instrument by which God implants new life in the believer. James’s concern was for the unity of knowing the truth and its practical implications of doing the truth (3:21). James later warned against wandering from the truth (5:19). The Word of truth by which God gives birth to new creatures produces a harvest that he had intended since the moment of his first creating.94 Here is a wonderful uniting of first and second creation. What God brings about in salvation was contained in the original purpose of his creation. Indeed, those saved out of lost humanity will be a firstfruits of God’s saving work that reaches every component of creation.

This word of truth is like seed that produces a fruit-bearing plant. The word of truth that brought forth the first creation brings about the regeneration of human beings in anticipation of the regeneration of all of nature.95

In the Old Testament the “firstfruits”96 of living things, including humans, were those offered to God in thanksgiving and became his special possession. Elsewhere in the New Testament firstfruits can apply to the redeemed of the Lord both presently (Rom 16:5; 1 Cor 15:20; 16:15) and eschatologically (2 Thess 2:13; Rev 14:4). The character of God has thus been fully vindicated against the charge of his being the source of temptation by reference to his redeeming purpose with human creatures.

4. The All-inclusive Doing of the Word (1:19–27)

The practical admonition to be slow to speak follows upon reverencing the word of God that gives life. What is heard in the fellowship of believers should be speech formed by the present and active word of God. Here James introduces his concern with speech, that is, the tongue that functions so prominently in his letter.

(1) Going Fast and Slow (1:19)

19My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry,

1:19    There is a strong egalitarian tone in this admonition. James’s “dear brothers” knew97 that “everyone” was to practice the discipline of slow or controlled speech.98 Later James encouraged effective and indeed quick action (2:12). Here the quickness does not refer to acting but rather to listening. Wherever wisdom is the goal, hearing will be a first  virtue. Indeed, “quick” and “slow”99 are a frequent tandem in describing qualities of response to life. Learning requires slowness; action requires quickness. In this case the requiring quickness is that which is to be learned by hearing. The required learning is in speaking, in which case wisdom is easily abandoned in favor of self-interest. Anger may not be fully controllable, but it can be checked by avoiding impetuous speech. James connected quickness or rashness of speech and a flaring of anger, an uncontrolled human emotion (cf. Mark 3:5). By practicing a cautious response to people verbally, wrathful emotions will also be put in check. This connection of quick speech and anger is quite intelligible from the interconnectedness of all human behavior as understood from biblical wisdom. The only way that peace can prevail with the “everyone” to whom the admonitions apply is to be ready listeners and slow commentators, especially in heated situations.

Contrary to some who would defend anger as the last resort for the Christian under trial, James declared they are simply wrong. Paul’s approach, “in your anger do not sin” and “do not let the sun go down on your anger” (Eph 4:26; cf. Col 3:8; Prov 29:11), is comparable to “be … slow to become angry.” Anger is dangerous even when expressed in speech. Angry speech is part of the temptation to seek vengeance and was of deep concern to both James and Paul. Is there any suggestion here of a righteous anger for believers? In Rom 12:19–21 Paul was emphatic about not taking vengeance upon enemies. “Leave room for God’s wrath,” he declared.

(2) Discarding Offense and Accepting the Word (1:20–21)

20for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires. 21Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you.

1:20    James expressed himself clearly and strongly in this verse: “The righteousness of God”100 (dikaiosun[image: image]n theou, freely translated by the NIV as “the righteous life that God desires”) cannot be accomplished by human anger. Only God can vindicate the righteous by his anger without becoming involved in sin. Who is not convicted by this verse? “Righteousness” also appears in 2:23 and 3:18. Whether in relationship with God (2:23) or in relationship with others (3:18), anger must be ruled out. Human anger will inhibit the wholehearted trust necessary for the relationship between the believer and God. Human anger will injure the merciful peacemaking required for the relationships among fellow believers and those outside their fellowship. Already James hinted of things to come, in “bring[ing] about”101 that which is righteous before God. As in 1:3–4, the tight connection of doing/acting/ becoming appears here.

1:21    If anger is to be rejected as a motive for action before God and men, then the chief causes of anger must be abandoned. James uses the metaphor of taking off102 and putting away soiled clothes. There is a practical necessity of eliminating everything that is contrary to the word of truth. Likewise Paul commended as a spiritual discipline ridding oneself of everything that is displeasing to God and destructive of the Christian faith. That morally detestable practices must be discarded like a garment tells something important about their nature.

However much evil practices are rooted in the memory and structure of desire within the human soul, they are effectively dealt with as activities distinct from believers themselves. All immoral and moral behaviors are practices that are acquired rather than reflective of an “orientation.” Being moral is necessary, but it always involves intentional acts. This is even more the case with Christian action, for it is closely interwoven with personal faith, prayer, worship, fellowship, and the evangelistic mandate of Christ. Christian obedience is never fully habitual. It requires a daily “putting on Christ” for its realization. Even with a strong doctrine of the new life in Christ, believers are always putting on and putting off ways of living according to the will of God. What a person “wears,” particularly in the expression of values, is a highly personal matter, and the attachment to certain ways are very strong.

What God calls believers to put off, however, they must put off. Otherwise the contradiction to God’s righteousness produces an anger-filled human being. A concrete term for the “moral filth”103 of sin is used here (cf. v. 27). Physical dirt and grime denote the vices of the world, that is, those traits and behaviors that are base and low. James may very well have been referring to avarice and malice104 (the evil impulses behind the sins mentioned in 1:13; 3:8; 4:3). But since all filthiness is to be discarded, the whole range of morally degenerate behaviors are covered. With the expression “evil that is so prevalent” (lit. “the abundance of evil”), James added the idea of a residue,105 something left over from one’s life prior to conversion. James put before his readers the necessity of repentance. The evil in view here is especially that sin of malice, of doing others harm. Malicious speech is particularly evident in conflicts between believers in the church and must be guarded against. Given the context with the words “anger” and “gentleness,” this seems the best sense (cf. Eph 4:31; Col 3:8).

Whether James meant that repentance can be repeated for such evil throughout a lifetime or repentance is once and for all is difficult to discern from the text. Doing evil things of course is something that is particularly painful for Christians to admit. But since it is an even greater evil to avoid admitting it, the church and its members must exercise repentance as the only antidote to behavior that contradicts its witness. Here James was calling his hearers to eliminate evil and its old causes.

But eliminating evil and its causes is never the sole or final goal of Christian instruction. There always is a positive exhortation to do the will of God as well. This positive doing begins for James with approving what God has planted106 within the self. The “word of truth” (v. 18) that gives birth to believers is that which has been implanted. This is the effective107 divine word (“can”=dynamai, “be able”), which itself works salvation.

This notable affirmation is key for developing a theology of the Word of God. The word of the text, Scripture, takes root as the saving word in the heart and mind, shaping and saving the self (“save you” is lit. “save your souls”)108 for God. In the early history of the church, the word preached was that instrument of transmission from Scripture to heart and mind. Thus the Word of Scripture and the preaching of the word convey the eternal and living Word of God, who is God. James declared that God’s Word saves and actually performs this greatest of all divine works. As is the case throughout this letter, the divine gifts bestow blessing both presently and eschatologically; so the saving work of the Word has both present and eschatological effect (cf. 1:12; 2:12–13; 3:1; 5:5,7).

The implanted Word must be received109 even though it is already present within the self. The dynamic Word must be “heard” as God speaking presently to the believer. God may be heard through the preaching, rereading, or recitation of a familiar text. Receiving the word in this sense is not entirely passive but entails an active concentration on that which has already determined the faith of the believer. Through “receiving” the word again, renewal and deepening of faith can occur.

James qualified this act of receiving with the phrase “in meekness” (NIV “humbly”).110 Just as the emphasis on humility so basic to faith in our letter (v. 9) resonates deeply with the Beatitudes of Matt 5:3–5 and Jesus’ self-description of 11:29, so does the call for “meek” reception of God’s Word. Meekness is the opposite of anger and is the product of the gift of wisdom required of all believers. Rather than speaking, the wise believer lets the Lord speak through his Word and through the teachers of his Word who model this virtue.111 Later (3:13) James would require that wise teachers must demonstrate their wisdom through meekness.

(3) The Liberating Mirror (1:22–25)

22Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 23Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror 24and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. 25But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does.

1:22    If the Word implanted is dynamic, working salvation, it is imperative that believers do what the Word says (the verse in Gk. reads lit., “Become doers of the word and not only hearers, deceiving yourselves”). Certainly there is a sense of development or growth here. Being doers112 of the Word involves becoming,113 but the force here is in being who one is because the Word is resident within. Disciples are to “receive” the Word of God by “being” believers who do what that Word requires. In 4:11 James used a similar phrase, “doer of the law” (NIV “keeping it”), which shows the interchangeableness of Word and law in Christ (cf. 1:25). This matter of being a doer (cf. 2:7; 5:14) captures James’s burden for his hearers.

Disciples cannot be hearers only, like those in the parable of the sower (Matt 13:3–9) who have no rooting of the Word. The problem of self-deception114 recurs here. Believers can act against the Word of God and sin. Yet they simply must do what it says. For James, fruit must be produced, that is, acts of mercy. Hearing, listening to the Word of God, is right, but it can become wrong when another type of self-deception arises. Doing what Scripture says is not a question of acting quickly or slowly but acting at all. To be a hearer or to have faith only (cf. 2:24) is self-deceiving. Faith must be demonstrated (cf. 3:13), and to miss this is a fundamental flaw in understanding. No one who has called upon God for wisdom can or should think undemonstrated faith is true. James used exhortation then to point out how easily his hearers could fall from the wisdom they required to live out true faith through action. Knowledge by itself only “puffs up” (1 Cor 8:1).

1:23    James illustrated his teaching with reference to a man who looks intently at his reflection in a mirror. This analogy is a negative one, picturing those who only listen but remain inactive and therefore unresponsive. Unlike Paul’s use of mirror as a metaphor in 1 Cor 13:12, where the reflected image of God is dim,115 James’s reflected image of the creature is clear. The Word of God has penetrated the creaturely world in the form of Scripture and is highly effective in revealing the true nature of that world. This revelation is most of all the case with its hearers or readers, the men and women God intends to save.

Some believers merely glance116 into the mirror of truth without letting God’s wisdom do its work on them. The “mirror” is key for understanding this section of James. In the ancient world the mirror,117 a specially shaped piece of polished metal, was used to inspect or decorate one’s body. The ancient literature is replete with references to the mirror and its use as a metaphor for moral development. There is a double mistake implied here by the believer who does not act upon the Word. First, the Word is being treated like a mere vision, a “theory,” in the sense of a detached mental image with no connection to the external world. The Word is like a theory, but it is a practical one that both reflects reality, that is, the natural face, and directs the beholder to act in a certain way. The second mistake we make regarding the Word is to ignore its message once it is received. The mere glancing at the Word without corrective action is of little use.

1:24    Such an unconcerned quick checking and leaving, almost to see if the Word still condemns him, is meant to convey how terribly wrong this exercise is. The abruptness of the process is intensified by the immediate forgetting of what was seen. Johnson highlights this point quite well by the striking dialogue with such a person: “What were you like?” “I forget.”118 By implication, the failure of this man is that he does not recognize the necessity of remembering, that is, of acting. Although the image of wisdom in a great teacher also could serve as a mirror for beholding one’s natural condition, the Word of God does so here.

1:25    In contrast, the believer who learns about himself and what God requires by concentrating on the mirror of the Word will be blessed. The sense here is of an intense looking119 into Scripture for the purpose of self-change. The exercise is one of careful attention to learn what is wrong and to discern what ought to be done to correct it. This kind of continual gazing into the Word—which is really a kind of hearing—guards against forgetting and motivates doing. Only by remembering to do what Scripture says, as one continues hearing/reading it, can one apply it to life. “Apply yourself to the Word so you may be able to apply the Word to your life” is the proper motto here. Every believer walks back into life and away from moments of hearing the Word of God in preaching or reading, but not in the same way. Through humble, attentive, and continual exposure to the Word of God the believer will find a quickness to apply it both in the midst of trials of faith and in the temptation to give in to wealth and privilege (2:2).

What James referred to as the “Word” in vv. 18,21,22,23 he calls the “law” here.120 As the “Word” brings new life according to v. 18, so “the law” here is what sets us free121 (lit. “the perfect law of freedom”). The combination of law and freedom points to the free obedience of the Christian life and echoes Paul’s theology of freedom in Christ (cf. Rom 6:18–22; 2 Cor 3:17; Gal 2:4; 5:1,13–14; 6:2). The law is “perfect” in that it participates in the goodness of God and is essential to his gifts bestowed in wisdom to believers.

This was James’s first occasion to use the word “law,” and it had a special meaning with him. Law stands by itself in 2:9–11 and 4:11 but also appears as the “royal law” in 2:8 and the “law that gives freedom” in 2:12. The New Testament conveys the understanding that Christ brought a “new law,” in the sense that he fulfilled and placed the law upon a new basis in himself (1 Cor 9:21). To serve him is to serve the law; to truly serve the law is therefore to serve him. The same would go for studying the law and thus to be studying him. James made a personal connection not with the life of Christ but rather with the lives of past exemplars of faith who trusted in the Lord (cf. 2:20–26; 5:10–11,16–18) and thus can be said to have trusted Christ. The law and keeping the law as testimony to the active Word that makes the believer free is in view here. The absence of a reference in James to any law other than that contained within the Ten Commandments or that which sums them up in acts of love and mercy supports such an understanding of law.

The blessing (cf. 1:12) follows closely the words of Jesus, “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it” (Luke 11:28). In the Lord’s thinking, this obedience also can apply to his own words (cf. Matt 7:24; Luke 6:47). The blessing promised here is in the doing and as a result of the doing. These two senses need not be separated. For to know what one’s purpose is as a creature of God is itself blessedness. This is the result of the freedom brought by the law of God.

There is always a direct connection between receiving the gifts of God and doing the will of God according to his Word. Those who are blessed by God live in the union of truth and action, which is their joy. This knowledge is the joy of their union with God and those they have the duty to serve. In this way their blessedness is the fulfillment of God’s purpose and is also the well-being of those they are to visit who are in distress (v. 27). In this compliment of the perfect generosity of God and of the wholehearted obedience of the believer, we see real blessedness attained in relationship with God through his Word.

(4) Worthless Religion and Genuine Religion (1:26–27)

26If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless. 27Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.

1:26    Another important turn in James’s message against self-deception (1:6–7,14,16,22) is this teaching on “worthless religion.”122 One of the chief characteristics of self-deception in the Christian life is that believers can make an empty show of religious devotion.123 Depending on how the term is modified, “religion” is used as both the characterization of a way of life that embodies bad faith and also a way of life that embodies true faith. The problem then is both the appearance and the intent of religion in James’s understanding. One can seem to be religious, that is, rightly related to God, and yet in the most basic way be failing to be so.

The self-deceiving brother is religious, but the character of his religion is disreputable. Such religion has always been a problem for the church; and now at the end of the twentieth century, with so many names for Christianity and with what Christians do besmirched by those whose religious practice is empty, perhaps we can return to a healthy use of the word “religion.” Religion is the external, observable qualities of the life of faith in Christ. In this very important sense, the “religion” of the Christian and the Christian community is indispensable, but only if it is true to the faith. This is what the Letter of James is all about. Talk of the accountability of believers to the Word of God and to one another in the church is, after all, talk about religious observances practiced with sincerity. The tongue becomes the test case for true religion.

The tongue must be controlled—though not stifled. The image used here involves the harnessing124 of a horse at the mouth. It is not that the tongue or speech is at all bad; James would later affirm it as an instrument of blessing. Unfortunately, an unrestrained tongue is a highly destructive force and an instrument of deception. A strong confessional theme underlies this chapter and indeed the entire book. What is said of God and to God is always a claim about relationship and the truth. By drawing attention to the tongue, James avoided a comparison over the quantity and quality of obedient works. Instead, confession of faith, of sin, and of need before God and others means that the control of the tongue, of speech, stands axiomatically for true religion. Control of the tongue stands for control of the whole self against temptation to indulge evil desire and to become deceptive about one’s own double-mindedness. Control of the tongue also stands for persevering under trial, praying to God for wisdom, and using the tongue, indeed the entire body, for the obedience of faith.

James called the religion that goes with an uncontrolled tongue “worthless.” His attention was on the practices of religion, its services and sacrifices. Worthless religion is then merely external and a virtual idolatry involving self-deception.125

1:27    Genuine religion is that which is (lit.) “pure and undefiled before our God and Father.”126 There is no room for human definitions here. The standards of true religion in behavior come by the Word of truth and the reception of wisdom to produce a right relationship with God. Genuine religion means that everything in the believer’s life is to bear the mark of service to God. Paul’s “whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God” (1 Cor 10:31) and “everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving” (1 Tim 4:4) are applicable here. The totality of life is brought before God and becomes an acceptable religious form for his glory. The close association between creation and God as Father of believers reminds them that their lives now originate from God and are in his hands.

God tests and blesses so that believers’ religion might be “pure and faultless.” This combination of terms distinguishes genuine from empty religion. Double-minded believers flirt with idolatry so that their religion is inevitably defiled and impure. Sins of omission and commission are entailed in futile religion because of the idolatrous nature of it. That which is pure in religion is everything that can be consecrated to God (cf. 1 Tim 4:5), particularly the self as well as a way of life.127 The undefiled aspect of religion is nearly synonymous with purity, and thus there is an emphatic quality in the use of this second term. Undefiled religion reflects the divine standard itself, while its purity reflects the quality of the practice itself.

Just as God comes to the aid of those in need, those who practice true religion “look after”128 orphans and widows, these most vulnerable members of church and society.129 Orphans and widows are the objects of repeated appeals for righteous action to minister to the needy and helpless.130 These exemplify the poor to whom God shows special favor (cf. 2:1–7) against the natural human preference for the wealthy. The poor must be the object of true Christian duty (2:14–16) or all claims to true faith are meaningless. Not to give aid to these poor ones turns out to be only the beginning of the problem, for the rich later come under the charge of being active oppressors of the poor (cf. 5:1–6). The poor are necessarily of chief concern to the church because they live under such travail.131 The unending tribulation of grinding poverty must move believers and their churches to assist the poor in every way: economically, legally, politically. As is the case with all of Scripture, no political, economic, or legal system is advocated per se— indeed, all the options are merely worldly ones. But proper Christian aid and defense of the poor can shape their social conditions in a dramatic way, and often for the good of all.

Along with the positive content of religion, there is also the practice of its negative content: to avoid whatever pollutes132 the self. “Keeping” pertains to religious observance and spiritual devotion to God.133 In view of living all life before God, the world must have no hold on the believer. Instead, believers hold themselves apart from the ways of the world. The divine/human relationship that is true religion entails a stance toward the world (cf. 2:5; 3:6; 4:4) that supplies the intention for ethical action.

Religion, however pure, places the believer before God; but, having received the life-giving Word, life becomes truly and fully religious. Life is consecrated to serve God in everything. We are already before him. The question of how faith responds, which in many ways sums up our first chapter and the entire letter, has two dimensions: one is the inward life of the self; the other, life lived with others.

First, the outward-turning duty of faith focuses on persons in trouble, especially those against whom trouble falls the hardest, the orphans and widows. Jesus summarized all religion and commands in terms of total love for God and for neighbor. James’s definition of true religion serves similar comprehensive functions—love, loving care, will be focused most pointedly toward those in distress. The church is to be energized for this great cause in coming to the aid of such persons. James, rather than setting out a program for how each and every person is to be related to every other in the church, held that the standard of relationships is somehow rooted and shaped by outreach toward those in greatest trial. Without the church supporting them, the most needy will not be able to find the fortitude for faith by which James’s first injunction, “consider it pure joy,” can be followed. Orphans and widows may be outcasts to the world, but they must be enfolded into the relationships of believers. And this ministry begins by identifying those who are in distress. Out of this sign of love, the tenor of love in all the other relationships of the church will be set.
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	1:5–8	the gift of God is wisdom	1:17–19a	the “perfect gift” of God is the “word of truth”
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38 [image: image] “doubt,” from the sense of a willful dividing of what should remain joined together; a going in opposing directions, thus often used in reference to interpersonal conflict; cf. Jer 15:10; Ezek 20:35f.; Matt 21:21; Mark 11:23; Luke 11:18; Acts 10:20; 11:2; Rom 14:23; 1 Cor 4:7; Jude 9. See esp. Jas 2:4 and Matt 6:24.

39 [image: image] “wave,” which is tossed about in any direction the stormy wind may blow; cf. a number of texts that reflect this image or its opposite (Isa 57:20; Jude 13; Matt 11:7; Luke 8:24; Eph 4:14; Heb 6:19; Sir 33:2).

40 Cargal (Restoring the Diaspora, 69) offers an interesting pattern here:




	Positive	Negative

	1. Having “faith”	1. Having “doubt”

	2. Asking for “wisdom”	2. Not asking for “wisdom from God” or asking with “doubt”

	3. Receiving “wisdom” from God	3. Receiving nothing from God




41 [image: image] lit. “man of two souls” (cf. 4:8), surprisingly not found in the LXX and not in Greek literature before the time of James. This is a semitic pleonasm (redundancy, i.e., a “two-personed person”). Throughout his letter (1:12,23; 2:2; 3:2) James used “man” rather than “person.” This use can be found in Psalms and Proverbs, e.g., “Happy is the man …” (Ps 32:2), which along with many other texts presents the simple fact of the male-centeredness of Jewish wisdom. This term appears nowhere else in the NT but draws upon such references as Ps 12:2 (“with deception” is lit. “with heart and heart”; KJV “a double heart”) and 1 Chr 12:33 (“with undivided loyalty” is lit. “not with heart and heart”); cf. also “two opinions” in 1 Kgs 18:21. The need for wholeheartedness in relation to God is at the center of Deut 4:29; Rom 7; Wis 1:1; Herm. Man. 9.4.5; 1 Clem 23:2, along with many other early Christian writings that are clearly influenced by James’s introduction of this concept. Cf. S. Marshall, “Dipsychos: A Local Term?” SE 6 (1973): 348–51, and S. E. Porter, “Is dipsychos (James 1,8; 4,8) a ‘Christian’ Word?” Bib 71 (1990): 469–98; O. J. F. Seitz, “Afterthoughts on the Term ‘Dipsychos,’” NTS 4 (1957–58): 327–34, and “Antecedents and Significance of the Term Dipsychos,” JBL 66 (1947): 211–19.

42 [image: image] “unstable,” “irresolute.” This same modifier will be used later to describe the tongue as a restless evil (3:8; cf. 3:16; Isa 54:11; Luke 21:9; 2 Cor 6:5; 12:20; Herm. Man. 5.2.7).

43 [image: image] “humble,” a matter of status here (cf. Luke 1:52; Rom 12:16; 2 Cor 7:6) rather than of attitude (cf. Matt 11:29; 2 Cor 10:1; Jas 4:6; 1 Pet 5:5).

44 [image: image] “height,” “high position.” In the eschaton the believing poor will be raised up by God above those who in the present age had known earthly happiness. On the socioeconomic interpretation, which is helpful but pays too little regard to the churchly context of the epistle, cf. P. U. Maynard-Reid, Poverty and Wealth in James (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1987), 40–41; for a better understanding of “humility,” cf. J. P. Louw and E. A. Nida, eds., Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament Based on Semantic Domains, §88.51 (1:748). Here the poor are indeed humble because they are humbled by the condition of their lives and by their neglect on the part of the wealthy.

45 [image: image] “boast,” another way to “consider it pure joy” of v. 2 rather than to be double-minded; cf. Jer 9:23.

46 Cf. Luke 1:52; 2 Cor 7:6; Isa 49:13; Rom 12:16.

47 Cf. G. M. Stulac, “Who Are ‘The Rich’ in James?” Presbyterion 16 (1990): 89–102.

48 [image: image] “down-grading,” “humiliation.” As the poor believer learns self-respect, the rich believer must learn self-abasement. I do not agree with some interpretations that suggest God’s rejection of all rich persons because they are rich. James’s harshness with them in 2:19; 4:4; 5:1–6 must not be read as a blanket condemnation but a reiteration of Jesus’ warnings (Matt 6:19–21; 16:26; Mark 10:24; Luke 12:15–21; 16:9–31) and of Paul’s (1 Cor 7:29–31; and in a milder form in 1 Tim 6:17–18; also cf. Herm. Sim. 2.4ff.).

49 E.g., 1 Sam 2:7; Ps 103:15–16; Jer 9:23.

50 [image: image] lit. “a flower of grass.” James’s language, also quoted in 1 Pet 1:24, is drawn from Isa 40:6; Pss 89:6; 103:15, where it applies to temporal life in general. The power of the image is intensified because of the greater losses of the rich.

51 [image: image] “pass by,” or “pass away”; cf. Mark 13:31.

52 A gnomic or proverbial aorist; cf. v. 24. See also Isa 40:7.

53 [image: image] “scorching wind.” Cf. the LXX, where the hot wind or sirocco, rather than the sun, scorches the plant as in James (Job 27:21; Ps 103:16; Isa 49:10; Jer 18:17; Ezek 17:10; Hos 12:1; Jonah 4:8; and also Jesus’ teaching (Matt 20:12; Luke 12:55).

54 This parable illuminates whether our passage is a sapiential wisdom saying or an eschatological one. Jesus’ teaching implies that it is both. Death can come at any time, plucking a person out of the midst of life. At the same moment, this person stands at his own personal end (eschaton) before the judgment of God. Although James had the universal judgment in mind in the whole of his letter, personal eschatology may have been part of his teaching here.

55 “Even while he goes about his business” is lit. “on his journey,” although - can also mean “way of life, conduct.” See the related verb in 4:13 describing the self-abased merchants. The noun  , “way,” in 1:8 is a synonym.

56 Here is the only place the verb   (“fade, waste, disappear”) occurs in the NT. Cf. 1 Pet 1:4; Herm. Vis. 3.11.2; Herm. Sim. 9.23.2.

57 [image: image] “blessed man”; cf. v. 8; 5:11; Pss 1:1; 34:8; 40:4; 84:5; Prov 28:14; also Ps 94:12; Jer 17:7, where the generic “man” in the sense of “human being” is found; Job 5:17; Sir 34:8.

58 [image: image] “approved,” relates to [image: image] “testing,” in v. 3.

59 The participial clause means when the trial has been endured and is thus over. This implies that believers who out of love for God seek his wisdom are believers who are enabled to banish doubt from their minds and endure the test of this life. They therefore will be blessed by the God who has promised and who makes such faith a reality.

60 This is a primary theme in the OT (cf. Exod 20:5–6; Deut 7:9; 30:20; Pss 18:1– 2; 69:36; 97:10), which also expresses love for the commands of God (cf. Ps 119:47–48,97,113,159).

61 Cf. Luke 24:49; Acts 2:33; 17:17; Rom 4:13–21; 9:4; 2 Cor 1:20; Gal 3:14–29; Eph 1:13; 1 Tim 4:8; 2 Tim 1:1; Titus 1:2; Heb 4:1; 6:13.

62 Promises that belong to those who love God are many (e.g., Exod 20:6; Deut 7:9; 30:16,20; Judg 5:30; Ps 5:11; 1 Cor 2:9; 2 Tim 4:8). Note also that love for God in the Synoptic Gospels is found in the context of acknowledging Israel’s devotion to the one and only God (Matt 22:37; Mark 12:30; Luke 10:27).

63 The expression refers to the life to come with God in his kingdom and includes the sense of reigning together with Christ in his victory and lordship; cf. 2:5; Dan 7:27; Zech 6:14; Luke 12:32; 22:28; Rom 5:17; 2 Tim 2:12; 4:8; 1 Pet 2:9; 5:4; Rev 1:6; 2:10; Wis 3.8; 5.16.

64 The verb [image: image] “test, tempt,” occurs in James only in vv. 13–14, but the related noun [image: image], “trial,” occurs in vv. 2,12. Here enduring temptation corresponds to the rejoicing under trial of v. 2. Blessing comes only to the one who endures. Other outcomes to trial are stated in the following verses.

65 [image: image]: “not subject, without temptation” to evil. This word appears only here in the NT, but cf. Matt 4:7; Heb 12:8; 1 Pet 1:15; 2 Pet 2:14 for examples.

66 The sentiment stated in Const. Ap. II,8,2, “an untempted man is untried,” expresses well the meaning of trials in James. A close connection exists between temptation and its purpose within God’s permissive will. The untemptability of God is the rationale for the conclusion that he tempts no one. Believers should be “imitators of God” (Eph 5:1) and so “in regard to evil be infants, but in your thinking be adults” (1 Cor 15:22).

67 The reference to evil and its source is extremely important, for the temptation to sin is strictly a case of “being dragged into sin.” This sense of dragging or luring into sin is central in the next verse. The cause of temptation also is much like Paul’s expression “inventors of evil” (KJV), referring to those who teach their evil to others (Rom 1:30–32). Cargal’s helpful schema contrasts the positive knowledge of the nature of temptation rather than the negative knowledge of the double-minded (Restoring the Diaspora, 78). The steps that follow from the misapprehension of being tempted by God have dire consequences for faith.

68 Is Jesus’ petition in his great prayer—”lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one” (Matt 6:13)—at odds with our text? Paul possibly was thinking of this saying of the Lord when he wrote: “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it” (1 Cor 10:13). The temptation aspect of trials is a dimension of the permissive will of God. Escape from sinning and the determination to endure are the actual intent of God in all trials-become-temptations.

69There is no word for “evil” in the text but rather [image: image] “desire,” or “strong desire.” The term can have a neutral sense (cf. Luke 22:15; Phil 1:23; 1 Thess 2:17). But because its meaning is so connected with the appetites of the body, particularly of sexuality, it readily expresses itself in lust when its object is a forbidden one. This negative sense of “desire” appears more frequently in the NT than the neutral one (cf. Mark 4:19; Rom 1:24; 6:12; 13:14; Gal 5:24; Col 3:5; 1 Tim 6:9; 2 Tim 3:6; 4:3; 1 Pet 1:14; 2 Pet 2:10; 1 John 2:16–17; Jude 18). James describes these desires in 4:1. Here “desire” is personified as though believers have another mind within them at work against the mind of faith. L. T. Johnson (The Letter of James, AB [New York: Doubleday, 1995], 194) makes an important observation that James showed no evidence of drawing upon the psychology of the “two inclinations” (evil and good) of Qumran, of the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, and of later rabbinic traditions (contra Davids, Martin, Marcus et al.). For a helpful and fascinating interpretation of the origin of deformed desire in the creation narratives utilizing the insights of R. Girard, cf. R. G. Hamerton-Kelly, Sacred Violence: Paul’s Hermeneutic of the Cross (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 92–99.

70 [image: image] “drag away,” a physical, even violent sense of dragging away; cf. 2 Pet 2:14,18. The power of the experience of such temptation might lead the double-minded to imagine that God must be behind it—or the demonic. This is strictly a statement about the powers of the self to lead one into sin.

71 Thus the devil can never be the power of temptation but only human desire. The reality of demons is presented in James, although they are subject to the power and authority of God.

72 [image: image] “entice” by the use of bait, even “to lure”; cf. the temptation of Eve in Gen 3:1–5, where the tempter first distracts and then the object of desire becomes the fixation of the one who is tempted.

73 Note Luther’s view of sinful desire “curved in on itself” (incurvatus in se)— that every gesture toward others is always self-serving.

74 The connection between desire and sin is also made in such texts as 4 Macc 1:25–26; Philo, On Husbandry 22–25.

75 [image: image] “conceive”; cf. 3:6; 4:7; Ps 7:14; T. Ben. 7; T. Reub. 3, commenting on Gen 6:2ff.

76 [image: image] “come to maturity,” here “complete.” The NIV translates “when it is full-grown.” In this sense sin itself is completely ready to reproduce.

77 [image: image] “give birth to,” “bear”; cf. Matt 1:21; John 16:21; Rev 12:4.

78 In the singular “sin” becomes the personification of the dynamics of sin; cf. 2:9,22; 4:17; John 1:29; 16:8; Rom 5:12–13; 1 Cor 15:56. James used the plural to indicate specific sins (5:15–16,20); see also Rom 7:5; 1 Cor 15:3; Gal 1:4. Interestingly, Philo, in Leg. All. and De Prof., argues that desire is passive until reason or the mind takes hold of it. The mind then becomes the vehicle of the power of desire.

79 [image: image] “give birth”; in the metaphorical sense it means “engender,” “bring into being,” “produce.” Note how this verb is used to express God’s activity in 1:18; cf. Matt 7:13f.; Rom 6:21–23; Barn 18.1. Sin and death are often closely related in Scripture; cf. John 8:21; Rom 5:12,21; 1 Cor 15:56; Eph 2:1.

80 [image: image] “mislead,” “deceive,” here “do not be deceived” or “make no mistake.” Cf. Deut 4:19; 11:28; Matt 18:12–13; 22:29; Mark 12:24,27; Luke 21:8; 1 Cor 6:9; 15:33; Gal 6:7; Ign. Phila. 3; Eph. 16.

81 This is perhaps the best way to translate the combination of words: [image: image], “giving,” “gift,” “favor,” and [image: image], “gift,” with the adjectives “good” and “perfect.” This terse and beautiful saying could well be a quotation of some familiar text (cf. John 4:35; Acts 17:28; 1 Cor 15:33; Titus 1:12; Heb 12:13; Tob 4:14; Wis 2:23). The two words for “gift” are found in 2 Chr 32:23; Dan 2:6; 5:17; cf. John 4:10; Acts 2:38; 8:20; 10:45; Rom 5:16; 2 Cor 9:15; Eph 3:7; 4:7; Heb 6:4, the former perhaps signifying the many gifts of wisdom needed throughout a lifetime of faith; the latter, the gift of eternal life promised to those who persevere.

82 All goodness, as in the fertile soil of Luke 8:8 or that which is beneficial as in Matt 7:11 and that which is useful in edification as in Eph 4:29, is from God.

83 [image: image] “father,” as in Creator; cf. Job 39:28; Ps 27:1; John 8:44; 1 Cor 1:3; Eph 1:17. In the metaphorical sense God is likened to the sun who originates rays of light; cf. Ps 35:9; Isa 60:1,19–20; Mal 4:2; 1 John 1:5; Rev 21:23; Wis 7:26.

84 [image: image] “light.” In the plural it denotes the heavenly bodies of sun, moon, and stars; cf. Gen 1:3,14–18; Job 38:7,28; Pss 119:105; 135:7; 136:7; Isa 14:12; Jer 31:35; Matt 5:14; Luke 16:8; John 5:35; Phil 2:15.

85 [image: image] “from above.” Cf. the wisdom from above (3:15; Matt 24:29; Mark 13:25; Luke 5:16,29; 9:18; John 3:31).

86 [image: image] “come down,” as the sun’s rays descend to the earth, again the metaphoric sense of God’s activity toward his creatures. Cf. also the sheet in Acts 10:11–15 or the new Jerusalem (Rev 3:12; 21:2–10) or even the descent of the Holy Spirit (Mark 1:10).

87 [image: image] “change,” “alteration”), together with [image: image] (“shadow”), especially in astrological contexts, refers to the shifts of the heavenly bodies, such as solstices and eclipses. James’s point was that God is invariably good. A similar thought appears in 1 John 1:5: “God is light; in him there is no darkness at all.” Cf. Deut 33:14; Job 38:33; Mal 3:6; Heb 13:8, where the unchangeability of God is likewise the emphasis.

88 There are six textual variants for this phrase in the UBS, 3rd edition.

89 [image: image] “change, variation.” There is no other appearance of the word in the NT. Here even the sun’s changes throughout the day make it inferior to God and his eternal light (cf. Wis 7:29; Sir 17:26; 27:11).

90 [image: image] “wish,” “will,” in its form here, “by an act of will,” “deliberately” (NIV “chose”); God’s will does not cause evil desire, but he does cause the new birth in the believer; cf. Deut 32:18; Pss 7:14; 22:9; 80:18; 87:4–6; 99:25; John 1:13; 3:3– 8; Rom 12:2; 1 Cor 4:15; Gal 4:19; 1 Pet 1:3; 1 John 4:10.

91 Cf. Luke 10:22; 22:42; 1 Cor 12:11; Heb 6:17. Cf. Num 11:12; Deut 32:18; Pss 22:9; 90:2; Isa 66:13.

92 Cf. John 1:11–13; 3:3–8; Eph 1:5; Rom 12:2; 1 Cor 4:15; Titus 3:5; 1 Pet 1:3,23; 1 John 3:9; 4:1.

93 [image: image] “word of truth.” Cf. the similar passage in 1 Pet 1:25; also Rom 10:8,17. The word of truth is God’s means for communicating new life; see v. 21; cf. Ps 119:43; Eccl 12:10; Matt 4:4; John 6:63; 17:7–8,17; Gal 5:5; 2 Cor 6:7; Eph 1:13; Phil 2:16; Heb 10:26; 1 John 2:29. The word of truth is essentially the gospel (cf. Col 1:5). Although “gospel” is the closest meaning to “word of truth,” God’s creative word and commanding word were never far apart in James’s thought.

94 [image: image] “creation,” that which is created, thus a universal frame of reference for the scope of salvation; cf. Isa 11:6ff.; 65:13; Matt 19:28; Rom 8:19–22.

95 This is an amazing transformation of the OT idea of offering “firstfruits” to God; cf. Exod 22:29–39; Num 18:8–12; Deut 18:3; 26:2,10; Lev 27:26; Ezek 20:40.

96 [image: image]  “firstfruits”; here the phrase “a kind of firstfruits.” The OT prescribed six kinds to be given to God (cf. Deut 18:3; 26:2ff.; Neh 10:35; Jer 2:3; Ezek 20:40). Paul used the term to describe his first converts (Rom 16:5; 1 Cor 16:15). This term is applied to Christ as well (1 Cor 15:30); 2 Thess 2:13 is closest to James with respect to the redemption of the created order and similarly Rom 8:23; Heb 12:23; Rev 14:3. Cf. Philo’s statement “a kind of firstfruits of his creatures” (Spec. Leg. 4, 180), referring to the Jews, i.e., a spiritual harvest; also Wis 13:4.

97 The NIV “take note of this” reflects Gk. [image: image], which can be indicative or imperative. Some MSS read [image: image] (KJV “wherefore”) in its place, which seems to be a correction for smoother reading. There also is some question whether [image: image]  refers to what precedes or what follows. Cf. Johnson, The Letter of James, 198–99.

98 For the problem of hastiness in speech, cf. Prov 13:3; 15:1; 29:20.

99 [image: image] (“quick,” “prompt”) and [image: image] (“slow”) are naturally related to express types of response, here in terms of hearing and becoming angry. See 3:9,14– 16; 4:1–2,11; cf. Prov 10:19; 16:32; Eccl 5:1–2; Luke 12:21; Rom 16:19; 1 Thess 4:9; Sir 2.29; Herm. Man. V. 1.3.6.

100 [image: image] “righteousness of God,” perhaps even the righteousness of God that vindicates those who are oppressed by evil men, certainly, the righteousness willed by God. Cf. OT passages such as Gen 15:6; Exod 15:13; Deut 33:19; Pss 4:2; 9:5; 119:62,121; Prov 11:21; Isa 5:7; 60:17; and NT passages such as Matt 5:6; John 16:8–10; Acts 24:25; Rom 1:17; 3:5,22; 10:3; 1 Cor 1:30; 2 Cor 5:21; Heb 5:13; 11:7,33; 1 Pet 2:5; 1 John 3:10; Rev 22:11. In all these passages the context determines the precise meaning of “righteousness,” but there is always the requirement of some righteous action before God and men.

101 [image: image] “work,” “accomplish,” “bring about.” What the believer is called to do by God is what he recognizes as righteous. The connection with “man” here in the generic sense makes a strong association between violent desire and its incapacity to effect anything truly good; cf. Ps 106:32,33; John 1:13; Rom 2:9–10; 4:5; 15:2; 2 Cor 7:10; 2 Pet 1:21.

102 [image: image] “put off” or “away,” “rid oneself of,” as the way of preparing the heart for action. Frequent metaphorical comparisons are found between dress and virtue; e.g., a clean garment for a banquet or little clothing for running a race (cf. Job 14:4; Zech 3:4; Matt 22:11; Rom 13:12; 2 Cor 7:1; Eph 4:22,25; Col 3:8; Heb 12:1; 1 Pet 2:1; 3:21; Rev 3:4,18). Note this is a participle, at least putting emphasis on the imperative “accept.” It may suggest an assumption that by definition a believer has done so and does “lay aside” evil.

103 [image: image] “filth,” as in the “smirch” or “stain” of avarice in its connection with the prevalence of evil; cf. “our righteousness is as filthy rags” of Isa 64:6.

104 [image: image] “evil,” or “malice,” also 4:4,8. Evil behavior overflows from evil residing in the heart, as in the statement “the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart” in Luke 6:45; cf. Gen 6:5; Prov 1:16.

105 [image: image] “excess,” “surplus”; cf. Ps 17:4; Matt 14:20; 15:37; Rom 5:17; 1 Cor 5:8; 2 Cor 8:2; 10:15.

106 [image: image] “rooted in,” another hapax legomenon. Metaphorically the implanted Word in the believer is as a seed planted in the heart; cf. Deut 11:18; 30:14; Job 11:13–14; Jer 31:33; Matt 13:21; 15:13; Acts 20:32; Rom 13:14; 2 Cor 3:3; Eph 4:24; Col 3:10; 1 Thess 2:13; 4 Esdr 9.31; Barn 1.2; 9.9; Ign. Eph. 17; Justin Apol. 2.8,13.

107 [image: image] “able,” as in the power or ability of the gospel to save; cf. Rom 1:16; 1 Cor 1:18; 2 Cor 6:7.

108 [image: image] “soul,” the self that is to be saved, which includes the body, as in 2:14; 4:12; 5:15,20; cf. Heb 10:39.

109 [image: image] “accept,” is here an imperative and is a basic term for active faith in the NT; cf. Matt 10:40; Luke 8:13; 10:8–10; Acts 8:14; 11:1; 17:11; Gal 4:14; 1 Cor 2:14; 2 Cor 6:1; 1 Thess 1:6; 2:13.

110 [image: image] “gentleness,” receiving the Word with goodwill or with receptiveness, as in 3:13; cf. Matt 5:5; Gal 5:23; 2 Tim 2:25; 1 Pet 3:15.

111 This teachability as the purpose of meekness for both believers and teachers is reflected in many NT texts (e.g., 1 Cor 4:21; Gal 5:23; Eph 4:2; Col 3:12; 2 Tim 2:25).

112 [image: image] “doer.” This sense is somewhat lost in the imperative of the translation “do what it [the Word] says.” James perhaps was hearkening back to the original giving of the law at Sinai and Israel’s response, “We will do everything the Lord has said; we will obey” (Exod 24:7; cf. Deut 28:58; 29:28; Ezek 33:32; Matt 7:24; Luke 6:46; 11:28; John 13:17; Rom 2:13). Since Christ brings a new law, note Rom 8:2; 1 Cor 9:21; Gal 6:2. Note the contrast with [image: image] (“listener”), as in someone who attends a lecture, as distinguished from a [image: image], a “follower” or disciple who hears and does the word of the master. These are nouns of action and ought to be highlighted in this way.

113 [image: image] (“become”). The sense of becoming might be better here than “be,” especially since the imperative “be” is not found elsewhere in the NT. The sense of “become” suggests the correctibility and teachability that James presupposed in the writing of his letter.

114 [image: image] “misconstrue,” in this case “deceive” oneself; cf. Gen 29:25; 31:41; Josh 9:22; 1 Sam 28:12. Col 2:4 is the only other NT passage where this word appears; there the sense of “defraud” also is present. The deception leads to a bad exchange. Mere profession is wrong and leads to a loss of blessedness.

115 Paul used the analogy of the mirror to convey the imperfection or incompleteness of human perception of God and his truth. Next to this is the anticipation of seeing God “face to face,” where perception will be changed from dimness to absolute clarity; cf. 2 Cor 3:18; Sir 12:11; Wis 7:26. The analogy of the mirror held an honored place within the traditions of the ancient pagan philosophers and poets (Plato, Rep. 7; Euripedes Hipp. 427–30; Seneca QNat 1.17; Epictetus Diss. 2.14) and continues into the works of early Christian theologians (e.g., PsClem. 13.16).

116 [image: image] “glance,” “observe,” “look at.” Here as in Acts 7:31f.; Ps 93:9 the term indicates perception. Tragically, this kind of person ignores what he has perceived, resulting in a detachment from what is observed, in this case the truth about himself.

117 [image: image] “mirror,” here standing for God’s law, which reveals who we truly are over and against our self-deceived notions (see v. 26).

118 [image: image] “forget.” Although infrequently used in Scripture, forgetting and remembering are essentially opposing values related to the ignoring and acquiring of wisdom; cf. Hermas Vis. 3.12.2; Johnson, The Letter of James, 208.

119 [image: image] “look more closely at”—by bending over, “peer;” cf. Gen 26:8; 1 Chr 16:29; Prov 7:6; Song of Songs 2:9; John 20:1; 1 Pet 1:12; Sir 21.23. The verb is associated with the training in virtue connected with the analogy of the mirror. Together with [image: image] (“continues,” “remain beside”), [image: image] gives the sense of intent looking into to learn what is there and to apply what is learned to the self rather than flippant consideration without learning and applying; cf. Deut 27:26; Luke 2:19,51; 8:15; John 8:31.

120 [image: image] “law”; cf. Prov 6:23; Rom 7:14,16; 1 Tim 1:8. That James even added the important word “perfect” virtually equates it with the law of love. Cf. Gal 6:2; 1 Cor 7:10,25; 9:21; Barn. 2:6; Iren. Adv. haer. IV.34.4; 37.1; 13.2.

121 [image: image] “freedom,” is one of the most important linkages for the commonality with Paul’s understanding of the new law in Christ, where the gospel is the law of liberty anticipated by the prophets’ amplification of the law; cf. Jer 31:33; Exod 35:5; Deut 28:47; Pss 1:2; 40:8; Rom 3:27. James would define this notion further in 2:12, in close agreement with Paul (e.g., Gal 5:1,13–14; Rom 13:10).

122 The hapax legomenon [image: image] (“religious”) is obviously derived from [image: image],”religion,” which appears in the next verse and signifies a relationship with divine reality. James should not be seen here as making some kind of apologetic for the religious status of Christianity within the Gentile world. Evangelicals, on the other hand, should not see their emphasis on personal relationship with God as nonreligious. The real question about religion for James was: Which is true religion and which is vain? The great problem connected with self-deception here is that what “seems” to a believer to be “religious” turns out not to be so at all; rather, it is just the opposite (cf. Acts 26:5; Col 2:18; 4 Macc 5.6, 12; Josephus Ant. 4.4.4; 5.10.1; 9.13.3; Wis 14.18, 27; 1 Clement 1.45; Eusebius Eccl. hist. 1.4). “Worthless” is the word [image: image] (“empty,” “futile”). It appears again in 2:14; cf. Isa 1:10–17; 1 Cor 15:17; Titus 3:9; 1 Pet 1:18.

123 Cf. Matt 3:9; 6:7; 26:53; Mark 6:49; Luke 8:18; 19:11; 24:37; Acts 12:9; John 5:39; 1 Cor 3:18; 8:2; 11:16; 14:37; Gal 6:3; Phil 3:4.

124 [image: image] (“to bridle,” “restrain”), a rare word in Greek. Only James used it in the NT (also in 3:2; but also anticipated in 1:19. Cf. Pss 32:9; 39:1; 141:3; cf. Herm. Man. 12.1; Polycarp ad. Phil. 5.3.

125 Cf. Acts 14:15; Rom 1:21; 8:20; Eph 4:17.

126 [image: image] “before God,” “in the eyes of God,” i.e., according to God’s standards as in v. 20; cf. Rom 2:13; 9:14; 1 Cor 3:19; Gal 3:11; 2 Thess 1:6; 1 Pet 2:4,20.

127 Cf. Gen 7:3; 8:20; Lev 4:12; 7:19; 11:32; 15:13; Num 8:7; Deut 12:15; Luke 11:41; Rom 14:20; Titus 1:15; Heb 10:22.

128 [image: image]  “visit,” “assist,” which often in Scripture refers to the coming of God to deliver his people from crisis or else visiting the sick; cf. Gen 21:1; 50:24; Exod 3:16; 4:31; Josh 8:10; Ruth 1:6; 1 Sam 2:21; Zech 10:3; Matt 25:36,43; Luke 1:68,78; Acts 7:23; 15:14; Sir 7.35.

129 [image: image] “orphan,” and [image: image], “widow.” God is ascribed “father of the fatherless” and judge of the widow, who brings an extraordinarily harsh curse upon those who oppress them. In the early church elders were charged to act as the fathers of orphans; cf. Exod 22:22; Deut 26:19; Job 31:16f.; Ps 68:5; Luke 20:47; Sir 4:10; Pol. ad. Phil. 4; 6; Herm. Man. 8.10; Ign. ad. Pol. 4.

130 Cf. Exod 22:20–21; Lev 19:9–10; Deut 10:17–19; 24:17–18; Prov 19:17; Isa 3:5; Jer 22:3; Amos 2:6–8; Hos 12:8–9; Mal 3:5.

131 [image: image]  “distress,” in the combined sense of grief and want; cf. Exod 4:31; Deut 4:29; Matt 13:21; 24:9; Acts 7:10; Rom 8:35.

132 [image: image] “spotless,” “unstained,” from the [image: image] “world,” the first appearance of this significant word in James; see 2:5; 3:6; 4:4, the world that pollutes the self.

133 E.g., 1 Tim 6:14; 2 Pet 3:14.
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