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Introduction

James is a letter written to implore believers to live and walk in the way
God revealed through Scriptures. Although some in recent years have
questioned its authorship and the date of its publication, it is widely
accepted that James, Jude’s brother and Jesus’ half brother, wrote it around
the middle of the first century.1 Other candidates for the honor were
dismissed either due to early martyrdom or an insignificant role in
leadership. The date of this letter can be more closely ascertained because
of the absence of any reference to the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15), which
occurred around A.D. 49. James addressed those who were scattered (James
1:1), most likely as a result of the persecution of Christians by Herod
Agrippa I around A.D. 44, during which time another James (the son of
Zebedee, the apostle of Jesus, and brother of John) was put to death (Acts
12:1–2). Therefore, James can be reliably dated around A.D. 44–49, possibly
making it the earliest written book of the New Testament canon.2 The
Epistle of James was canonized as the true inspired Word of God due to the
profoundness of its message and its unity with the rest of the Scriptures.

Through his writing, it is apparent that James was writing to an audience
of believers that possessed a reasonable understanding of the nature and
significance of the regenerative work of the Holy Spirit in their lives.
Therefore, he promptly ventured to deal with more practical aspects of
faith. In essence, his exhortation confronted the evident dryness of faith in
the life of Christians and admonished believers to focus on the essentials of
faith both in perception and in practice.



James did not treat faith merely as a subject of intellectual relevance. He
examined its core essentials and identified faith as God’s indispensable
means for consigning the effectiveness of the Spirit’s regeneration to a
believer’s conduct and resulting relationships with others. Accordingly, the
faith of a Christian must not be an occasion for casual belief. Rather, faith
must be the pervading reality of a conscious trust upon the Lord Jesus
Christ and His immutable faithfulness in all things. This regenerate attitude
must be acknowledged, professed, and practiced daily by all true believers.
It must, at all times and under all circumstances, reflect the person and the
character of the Lord in the life of the new man. James renounced all empty
declarations and expressions of faith and, instead, encouraged believers to
express their faith in Christ with godly action.

In his exhortation, James effectively interweaves statements of principle
with practical, real-life illustrations that measure the reality of one’s faith
and relationship with God. He affirms that a Christian’s attitude, response,
reaction, and overall lifestyle paint a telling picture of the stature of one’s
faith and the degree of its maturity.

In his text, James sets out to confront the believer’s faith with the
realities of daily living experiences by examining the lifestyles of Christians
and the relationships among them as well as with others. He concludes that
a lifestyle that does not translate the abstract, the spiritual, and the
exclusively personal element of faith into an observable practice is steeped
in dead orthodoxy. Therefore, he admonishes all Christians to be single-
minded in commitment, fervent in focus, and vigorous in duty as they seek
God’s wisdom in pursuing a dynamic faith that would infuse substance into
what would otherwise be empty professions.

As we study the Book of James, we will be reminded that Almighty God
is the source of every good gift (James 1:17). He is generous and impartial
as He extends His grace to the humble and opposes the arrogant. We, as
believers, are challenged to sincerely and fervently seek His wisdom as we
recognize our inability, apart from the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, to
understand the things of the Lord and to discern His purposes.
1. Simon J. Kistemaker, Exposition of the Epistle of James, New Testament

Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1986), 7–9, 18–19.

2. John MacArthur, MacArthur Study Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson
Bibles, 1997), 1924.



James 1:1
1 From James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ. To God’s
faithful peoplea who have been scattered. Greetings.

Acts 12:1-2
1 About that time King Herod devoted his attention to mistreating certain
members of the church. 2 He had James, the brother of John, executed.

James 1:17
17 Every good present and every perfect gift comes from above, from the

Father who made the sun, moon, and stars. The Father doesn’t change like
the shifting shadows produced by the sun and the moon.



HEROD AGRIPPA I — son of Aristobulus and Bernice, and grandson of
Herod the Great. He was made tetrarch of the provinces formerly held by
Lysanias II, and ultimately possessed the entire kingdom of his grandfather,
Herod the Great, with the title of king. He put the apostle James the elder to
death, and threw Peter into prison (Luke 3:1; Acts 12:1–19).

On the second day of a festival held in honor of the emperor Claudius,
he appeared in the great theatre of Caesarea. “The king came in clothed in
magnificent robes, of which silver was the costly brilliant material. It was
early in the day, and the sun’s rays fell on the king, so that the eyes of the
beholders were dazzled with the brightness, which surrounded him. Voices
here and there from the crowd exclaimed that it was the apparition of
something divine. And when he spoke and made an oration to them, they
gave a shout, saying, ‘It is the voice of a god, and not of a man.’ But in the
midst of this idolatrous ostentation an angel of God suddenly smote him. He
was carried out of the theatre a dying man.” He died (A.D. 44) of the same
loathsome malady which slew his grandfather (Acts. 12:21–23), in the fifty-
fourth year of his age, having reigned four years as tetrarch and three as
king over the whole of Palestine. After his death his kingdom came under
the control of the prefect of Syria, and Palestine was now fully incorporated
with the empire.1
1 M. G. Easton, Easton’s Bible Dictionary (New York: Harper & Brothers,
1893).



JAMES — James the Great was an apostle, the son of Zebedee and Salome
and brother of John the Evangelist. Jesus called the two brothers Boanerges
(Greek, “sons of thunder”) because of their zeal (Mark 3:17). With Peter
and John, James was one of the three privileged disciples who witnessed the
transfiguration of Jesus (Matthew 17:1) and his agony in the garden of
Gethsemane (Matthew 26:37). James was the first of the 12 apostles to be
martyred (Acts 12:1-2); it is probable that he was condemned by the
Sanhedrin on a charge of sedition, with the connivance of Herod Agrippa I,
King of Judea. He is especially venerated in Spain because of an
unsubstantiated tradition that he preached there shortly before his death. A
9th-century martyrology, or history of the martyrs, records that his mortal
remains were transported to the city of Santiago de Compostela. During the
Middle Ages (5th century to 15th century), the shrine of Saint James
became the destination of pilgrimages from all parts of western Europe,
rivaling Rome and Jerusalem in popularity. His feast day is July 25.1
1 “James (saints),” Microsoft® Encarta® Encyclopedia 2000.© 1993-1999
Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved.



JAMES THE BROTHER OF JESUS — The only two references to him in the
Gospels mention him with his brothers Joses, Simon, and Judas (Matthew
13:55; Mark 6:3). This James may have been, after Jesus, the oldest of the
brothers. As with the other brothers, James apparently did not accept Jesus’
authority during his earthly life (John 7:5).

There is no specific mention of James’ conversion; it may have dated
from Jesus’ appearance to him and the others after the resurrection (1
Corinthians 15:7). He became head of the Christian church at Jerusalem
(Acts 12:17; 21:18; Galatians 2:9). Although Jesus had always taught the
relative subordination of family ties (Matthew 12:48–50; Mark 3:33–35;
Luke 8:21), it is hard to believe that James’ authority was not somehow
enhanced because of his relationship to the Master.

James was regarded as an apostle (Galatians 1:19), although he was not
one of the 12. Some suggest he was a replacement for the martyred son of
Zebedee; others infer his apostleship by widening the scope of that term to
embrace both the 12 and “all the apostles” (see the two separate categories
cited in 1 Corinthians 15:5, 7).

Tradition states that James was appointed as the first bishop of Jerusalem
by the Lord himself and the apostles. It is certain that he presided over the
first Council of Jerusalem, called to consider the terms of admission of
Gentiles into the Christian church, and he may have formulated the decree
which met with the approval of all his colleagues, and was promulgated to
the churches of Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia (Acts 15:13–21).

James evidently regarded his own special ministry as being to the Jews,
and his was a mediating role in the controversy that arose in the young
church around the place of the Law for those who had become Christians,
from both gentile and Jewish origins.

That he continued to have strong Jewish Christian sympathies is
apparent from the request made to Paul when the latter visited Jerusalem for
the last time (Acts 21:18–25). This is also the last mention of James in Acts.

His name occurs again in the New Testament as the traditional author of
the Letter of James, where he describes himself as “a servant of God and of
the Lord Jesus Christ” (James 1:1).

According to Hegesippus (A.D. 180), James’ faithful adherence to the
Jewish Law and his austere life-style led to the designation “the Just.” It
seems clear that he suffered martyrdom; Josephus places it in the year A.D.



61 when there was a Jewish uprising after the death of Festus the procurator
and before his successor had been appointed.1
1 Walter A. Elwell and Barry J. Beitzel, Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1988), 1090.



JERUSALEM COUNCIL — a conference held about A.D. 49 between delegates
(including Paul and Barnabas) from the church at Antioch of Syria and
delegates from the church at Jerusalem. This council met to settle a dispute
over whether Gentile converts to Christianity first had to identify with
Judaism by being circumcised (Acts 15:1–29).

According to Luke, “Certain men came down from Judea and taught the
brethren, ‘Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses,
you cannot be saved’ ” (Acts 15:1). They insisted that Gentiles could not be
received into the church unless they were circumcised and brought under
the rules of the Mosaic Law. The apostle Paul, champion of Gentile
freedom, said that all people—both Jews and Gentiles—are saved by grace
through faith in Jesus Christ, apart from the works of the Law. To require
circumcision, he argued, would destroy the good news of God’s grace.

The conclusion of the Jerusalem Council, which determined that
Gentiles did not have to be circumcised, was a sweeping victory for Paul’s
understanding of Christianity. Speaking for the council, the apostle Peter
declared, “We believe that through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ we
[Jews] shall be saved in the same manner as they [the Gentiles]” (Acts
15:11).

Why was the decision of the Jerusalem Council so important? Perhaps
this question can be answered by considering another question: What would
have happened to the gospel of Christ, and to Christianity, if the council had
decided that circumcision is necessary for anyone to become a Christian?

Such a decision would have been disastrous. It would have forced a
condition that would have been unacceptable to the Gentiles. The
missionary efforts would have become more difficult, and Christianity
would have become nothing but a sect within Judaism. Furthermore, the
truth of the gospel would have been compromised. Instead of a gospel
based on salvation by grace through faith in Jesus Christ, it would have
become one based on salvation by works (the Law).

The theological problem was solved, but a practical problem remained.
Fellowship between the Jews and Gentiles in the early church remained on
a shaky foundation. If the Gentile converts to Christianity flaunted their
newfound freedom in Christ, without any concern for the sensitive feelings
of the Jewish Christians, the unity of the church could be threatened. The
Jerusalem Council decreed, therefore, that the Gentiles should make four



reasonable concessions of their own: “We write to them to abstain from
things polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from things strangled, and
from blood” (Acts 15:20; also 15:29; 21:25). In other words, Gentile
converts should avoid offending the moral and religious convictions of the
Jewish believers.

The Jerusalem Council was both a theological and a practical success.
The concessions it called for were not “compromises”; indeed, they
reaffirmed the integrity of the gospel of salvation by faith alone. They also
dealt with a potentially explosive controversy by expressing concern for
deeply held convictions. As the Jerusalem Council ended, the first great
threat to the unity of the Church brought rejoicing and encouragement
instead (Acts 15:31).1
1 Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Dictionary, ed. Ronald F. Youngblood, F.
F. Bruce, R. K. Harrison and Thomas Nelson Publishers (Nashville, TN:
Thomas Nelson, Inc., 1995).



JOHN THE APOSTLE — John, the “beloved apostle,” was one of the twelve
men Jesus chose to be His apostles. Historically, the church has accepted
John as the author of the Fourth Gospel, the Book of Revelation, and three
of the general letters that bear his name. He was the son of Zebedee
(Matthew 4:21), and, together with his brother James, grew up in the village
of Capernaum on the northern shore of the see of Galilee.

John and his brother, James, along with Peter were included in the inner
circle of Jesus’ apostles. These three men witnessed events that the rest of
the apostles did not see. They were present at the raising of Jairus’ daughter
(Mark 5:37), the transfiguration (Matthew 17:1), and in the garden
(Matthew 26:37). Although his letters and gospel are steeped in the love of
God and his redeemed brethren, the Lord named him and his brother
Boanerges, which means ‘sons of thunder’(Mark 3:17). This would fit the
impetuous character that we see in Mark 9:38 and Luke 9:54 where John
wants to call down fire from heaven to punish someone who was healing in
the Name of Jesus, but was not one of Jesus’ close disciples. In any case,
they were also generous, willing to drink with Christ the cup of suffering
(Matthew 20:22). In Acts John is several times mentioned with Peter (3:1
and 11), with whom he is imprisoned and appears before the Sanhedrin
(4:1–21). Later he is sent to Samaria with Peter, to invoke the Holy Spirit
on the new converts (8:14-17). He was present also with the Apostles’
council in Jerusalem (Galatians 2:9).

According to later tradition, John eventually left Jerusalem and went to
Asia Minor. There he settled at Ephesus. Under Domitian he was exiled to
Patmos, where he wrote the Book of Revelation (Revelation 1:9). He was
released from exile when Nerva became emperor and returned to Ephesus
where he wrote the Gospel and Epistles in his old age. It is believed he died
there near the age of 100, the only apostle who did not suffer a martyr’s
death.1
1 F. L. Cross and Elizabeth A. Livingstone, The Oxford Dictionary of the
Christian Church, 3rd ed. rev. (Oxford; New York: Oxford University
Press, 2005), 885-86.



JAMES

James 1:1–8

1:1 From James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ.
To God’s faithful people who have been scattered. Greetings.
James begins his epistle with a cordial greeting in which he introduces
himself and identifies his audience. He salutes his readers with a word of
greeting, states his name, and presents himself as the servant of God and of
the Lord Jesus Christ. His epistle was addressed to the twelve tribes in the
dispersion, that is, to those Jewish Christians who had been scattered
throughout the Roman Empire due to the persecution waged by the Romans
against Jewish believers.

James did not introduce himself as the brother of Jesus or as a key leader
of the church in Jerusalem, which might have gained him fleeting earthly
glory at best or curious passing attention at least. Instead, he took on a
spiritual identity and presented himself simply as one in service to God
because his identity as a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ was
absolutely essential to his credibility and authority to speak on the subject
matter of his epistle. His statement serves as solid evidence of his
recognition of his spiritual identity as well as how he, like Paul, desired to
be viewed by others (Romans 1:1).



James’ spiritual identity not only secures divine credence for his
message but also enlightens his readers regarding their cultural and
conceptual understanding of God. It bridges the perceived gap between the
Old Testament Jewish revelation of God and the New Testament picture of
God as revealed in Christ Jesus. In a sense, James’ description of his
position in God’s service provided a link in the minds of his listeners
between the God they knew through tradition and the Lord Jesus Christ in
Whom their faith was founded.

With his opening statement, James not only commands their attention by
declaring his position in God’s service, but he also offers a personal
testimony of his obedience to God by public affirmation. Accordingly, he
begins his letter by accepting the ministerial position to which God called
him and by assuming the exhorter’s office with his audience. He faithfully
delivers to a people in grave spiritual need what he has received from God.
He introduces his letter by dealing directly with a serious issue relating to
matters of faith amid the hardships surrounding suffering believers.

1:2 My brothers and sisters, be very happy when you are tested
in different ways.
Although, as noted in verse one, James rightly assumed the exhorter’s
office, he now bonds with his audience through a superior relationship—
that of a member in the same spiritual family of faith—by calling them
“brothers and sisters.” Since such an attitude obviously does not reflect a
biological relationship, his statement discloses an unusual quality of
spiritual maturity. His identification with the spiritual state of his audience
depicts his subjection to the very same admonition that he imparts to his
readers. In essence, James does not speak as an elite exhorter to a suffering
church of a lower estate. Rather, he proclaims the Word of his master to
every struggling believer, including himself.

James’ first words of exhortation bid all believers to view trials as
common to Christians living under God’s dominion. He admonishes his
readers to count difficult circumstances as occasions for joy. On face value,
such counsel appears to contradict the human experience. While James’
words might seem to encourage denial and a false sense of resolve in the
face of adversity, such implications were never intended.
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