JAMES

(1) Introduction

We know from 1 Corinthians15:7 that James (a half brother to Jesus) became a believer as a result of a special appearance of the risen Jesus and became the leader of the church in Jerusalem (Acts 15:13; 21:12; Galatians 1:19) filling a role as the head of the Jerusalem church that was unique in the apostolic age. The reference to the early and late rains reveals a Palestinian background. Later tradition is that James was martyred by hostile Jews in AD 62
(2) Emphasis on the Practical
James is writing to encourage fellow Jewish Christians who, for the most part come from lower economic levels and who were being oppressed by wealthy fellow Jews. James writes as a Christian to fellow Christians. Jesus is designated ‘the Lord Jesus Christ’ (1:1) and ‘our glorious Lord Jesus Christ’ (2:1). These terms speak to Christ’s glorification (resurrection and ascension) and even to His deity. James lives in anticipation of the last days – a time, James implies, when accumulation of earthly treasures will be meaningless. The imminent return (parousia) of the Lord is still a living hope (5:7,8). ‘The Judge is standing at the door’ (5:9). Such a hope argues for an early date. At the parousia salvation will be complete – an experience described as receiving ‘the crown of life’ (1:12), the saving of the soul from death (5:20) and inheriting the kingdom (2:5).
(3) The Church

James reveals little about the nature and structure of the church. He uses the Jewish term ‘synagogue’ for the Christian meeting (2:2 ‘meeting’ in NIV). He refers to elders of the church (5:14) and instructs them in their more pastoral duties: visiting the sick and anointing them with oil. This is to be accompanied by confession of sins (5:16) – possibly referring to the restoration of someone who has wandered away from the faith and so ‘save him from death’ (5:20). 
In the churches to which this letter was to be sent, teachers played an important role and so the ministry was sought after – so much so that James warns his readers about the strong responsibilities of a teacher. The fact that James follows his warning about teachers with a condemning of sins of the tongue (3:2) suggests he was aware of the practical problems of teachers who were unwise with their words and who may have been more concerned with the standing of being a teacher than the lifestyle needed to back it up.
(4) Temptation
James knew Christians could take no responsibility for their sins if they blamed them on the situation God put them in – by implication, blaming God. James insists that God can neither be tempted nor does He tempt anyone to sin. Each person is tempted when enticed by their own desire (1:14). The word for ‘desire’ (epithymia) does not necessarily mean evil desires. Paul uses it of our desire for Christ (Philippians 1:23). James may mean desire for evil things, or he may mean desire for things that are not automatically wrong in themselves (cf. basic human drives) but which can end us up in wrong actions. The attainment becomes an end in itself so we more easily seek after these things than God’s will (cf. the rich farmer in Luke 12:16ff whose ambition for earthly treasure led him to love this more than loving God). When desires, even desires good in themselves, entice a person away from following God’s will, sin is conceived and death is the final end.
(5) The Christian Life
While not much is said about the Christian life, what is said is important. The Christian life is entered when God brings us ‘to birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created’ (1:18). The ‘word’ as is usual in the New Testament, is the proclaimed gospel. When it is received, when it is ‘implanted in you’ (1:21), that person enters salvation. This is James’ way of saying what other New Testament writers mean by analogous expressions such as receiving the kingdom (Mark 10:15), being born from above (John 3:3), being buried and raised with Christ (Romans 6:1ff; Ephesians 2:1ff), becoming a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:13), regeneration (Titus 3:3). All of these expressions (including James’) describe an inner change having to take place by the Holy Spirit – by Christ – by the word, for anyone to enter the Christian life. Those who are thus born again and enter new life become in a special sense God’s people. God as Creator has a rightful claim to the entire human race. His redeemed people are the firstfruits of His creation (1:18).
While James sees the source of temptation to be the inner nature, he recognises the place of the devil as a further source of temptation. ‘Resist the devil and he will flee from you’ (4:7). James probably has in mind more than just the devil’s involvement in temptation. He obviously shares the Jewish-Christian belief in demons, though he refers to them only in passing (2:19). There is no explanation of the inter-relation between the devil and our inner desires in the outworking of temptation.

It is implicit in James that Christians live in a tension between the “already” and the “not yet.” By God’s will we have been born again; the believer has become one of God’s redeemed people (1:18) with God’s word implanted in their heart (1:21). But Christians are still subject to temptation and trials (1:2) that cause some to wander from the faith (5:19). Yet they look forward to the parousia of Christ when they will inherit the Kingdom of God (2:5) and enter into eternal life (1:12).
James’ idea of the essence of Christian living reflects Jesus’ words. He expresses himself in Jewish idiom but pours into it a distinctly Christian content. It is the Christian’s duty to fulfill the royal law (2:7). The law is royal because its author is the King of the universe. Obedience to the royal law brings freedom (1:25). In the day of judgement God will judge peoples’ works according to this law of liberty (2:12). James has the Old Testament Law in mind in his discussion of the weight of various sins (2:9-11). ’For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it’ (2:10). The most concerning sin to James is showing partiality and particularly when it involves non-Christians. The context of the discussion preceding his statement about relative sins is the sin of currying the favour of a rich unbeliever who happens to attend a Christian synagogue (2:1ff) and is showered with attention, while an obviously poor, shabbily dressed man is thrust aside. The essential content of the royal law is summarised in ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself’ (2:8). Fulfilling the royal law means showing love equally to the poor and the rich.
(6) Relation to Paul’s Justification by Faith
The heart of the Pauline doctrine of justification was the divine acquittal entirely through grace on the basis of faith without the works of the law (Romans 3:20). James argument in 2:14-18 appears to contradict this. ‘What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save him?’ (2:14). It is probable that James is refuting perversions of Paul’s teaching. Paul and James have different meanings for the words ‘faith’ and ‘works.’ By faith Paul means acceptance of the gospel and personal commitment to Christ. James means something different. ‘You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that – and shudder’ (2:19). James is using the rabbinic concept of faith which means an assertion of monotheism. Faith for Paul is personal trust; for James it is orthodox understanding. By ‘works’ Paul describes Jewish deeds of formal obedience to the Law, that provide a basis for boasting of one’s good achievements. For James ‘works’ are deeds of Christian love – deeds that fulfill the royal law of love to one’s neighbour. This is clear from his illustration of ‘works.’ Speaking a few encouraging words to fellow Christians who are in dire need is not love; providing for their needs expresses real love (2:15). James’ summation of pure religion – visiting orphans and widows in their affliction and keeping oneself unstained from the world (1:27) – means avoiding a spirit of greed but more than that, ministering substantially to the material need of the helpless. This is what the early Jerusalem church did (Acts 2:45; 6:1). James and Paul are dealing with two different situations – Paul with the self righteousness of Jewish legal religion and James with deadening religious orthodoxy.
This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 41 ‘James’
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