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The Epistle of James 
 

Human Author 
 
 The author identifies himself by the name “James” in 1:1. This is the Greek form of the 
Old Testament name Jacob (Jakobos). James was a very common name in first century Israel. 
The New Testament mentions four men named James: 1) the son of Zebedee and brother of John 
(Mk 1:19), 2) the son of Alphaeus (Mk 3:18), 3) the father of Judas (not Iscariot, Lk 6:16), 4) the 
son of Mary and Joseph and half-brother of the Lord (Gal 1:19).1  
 The only two serious candidates for author of this epistle are the apostle James and the 
half-brother of Jesus. Since the apostle James (the son of Zebedee) was martyred in A.D. 44 
(Acts 12:2) his authorship of this epistle is doubtful. While James is the earliest of the epistles, it 
is seriously doubted if it was that early.  
  

Four key points identify James the half-brother of Jesus as the human author. 
  

1. James was the recognized leader of the Jerusalem church. Therefore, it seems likely    
    that he would write to scattered Jewish believers. 

 
2. Only someone with great prominence could write a letter with such an authoritative  
    tone. 

 
3. There is a great deal of linguistic similarity in the vocabulary in the letter sent from the  
    Jerusalem council in Acts 15 and James’ epistle. 

   
  James      Acts 15  

1:1   “greetings”   15:23  
  1:16, 19; 2:5  “beloved”  15:25 
  1:21; 5:20  “your souls”  15:24, 26 
  1:27   “visit”   15:14 
  2:10   “keep”   15:24 
  5:19, 20  “turn”    15:19 
   

4. All the other men named James in the NT always have some additional designation to   
    identify them. James, the Lord’s half-brother, is consistently referred to by his personal    
    name alone (the lone exception is in Gal. 1:19 where he is called “James, the Lord’s  
    brother”). 

 
1 There are three views concerning the relationship of Jesus to his brothers and sisters (Matt 13:33-56). The 
Hieronymian theory (A.D. 380 Jerome) states that when the Bible speaks of the brothers of Jesus, it really means 
cousins. The Epiphanian theory suggests that the brothers of Jesus were sons of Joseph from a previous marriage. 
Both of these views are attempts to protect the false doctrine of the perpetual virginity of Mary. The correct view is 
the Helvidius theory which maintains that after the virgin birth of Christ Joseph and Mary lived together as husband 
and wife having other sons and daughters the oldest of whom was James (Matt 1:25; Lk 2:7). 



 
 10 key points provide a helpful summary of James’ life. 

1. He was the oldest half-brother of Jesus (Matt 13:55; Mk 6:3), and he was 
           married (1 Cor 9:5). 
 2. He lived with Jesus for 30 years in Nazareth as an unbeliever. 
 3. He did not believe in Jesus during His 3-year earthly ministry (Mk 3:21-35;  

    Jn 7:5). 
 4. The risen Lord appeared to James (1 Cor 15:7). 
 5. James gathered with the other believers in the Upper room (Acts 1:14). 

6. James occupied a church leadership role in A.D. 44 during the persecution           
    under Herod Agrippa I (Acts 12:17). 

 7. James wrote his epistle in about A.D. 46 to his scattered flock. 
 8. James presided over the Jerusalem Council in A.D. 50 (Acts 15). 
 9. James served for almost 30 years as pastor of the mother church in Jerusalem  
      (Acts 21:18; Gal 1:19; 2:9; Jude 1). He was the first pastor of Christianity. 

10. James was killed in the spring of A.D. 62 in Jerusalem by the priestly    
     authorities. 
 
8 characteristics from James’s life we should imitate. 
1. Faith 
2. Humility (doulos) 
3. Wisdom (led the church through poverty and persecution) 
4. Prayer (Hegesippus A.D. 180 called James “old camel knees”) 
5. Love (“brethren” 8x, “my brethren” 8x, “my beloved brethren” 3x) 
6. Courage 
7. Knowledge (frequent allusion to other parts of Scripture) 
8. Righteousness (“James the Just”) 

 
 

Date 
 
Since James was killed in A.D. 62 the letter must have been written before that date. 

Seven key factors point to a date between A.D. 46-49 for the writing of this epistle, thus, making 
it the first NT book written. 
 

1. The Jewish emphasis and lack of any reference to Gentiles point to a time in the  
    church’s history when Gentiles were first being reached with the gospel. 

 
2. There is no mention of Judaizers or any Jewish-Gentile controversy that erupted later  
    in the church. 

 
3. James lacks any discussion of false teaching that is so prominent in the writings of  
    Peter and Paul. 

 
4. James contains numerous allusions to the teaching of Jesus but no direct quotes from  
    the gospels. This suggests that it was written prior to the gospels. 



  
5. The church order reflected in the letter is very simple. The leaders are called                       
    “teachers” (3:1) and “elders” (5:14). 

 
6. The letter contains no reference to the Jerusalem Council in A.D. 50 in which James  
    occupied the dominant human role (Acts 15). 

 
7. The use of the Greek term synagogue to describe the church assembly or meeting place  
    points to an early stage in the church when it was largely confined to Jewish circles  
    (2:2). The meeting of believers is also called “the church” (ekklesia) in 5:14. 

 
 

Audience 
 
The audience of this letter is identified in four main ways: ethnically, spiritually, 

geographically and economically. Ethnically, James identifies the readers as “the twelve tribes” 
(1:1). This clearly identifies the readers as Jews. James, along with Hebrews, is the most 
“Jewish” of all the epistles.  
 Spiritually, James states clearly that he assumes that the readers are believers. He refers 
to them as “brethren/brothers” 8 times (1:9; 2:15; 4:11 [3x]; 5:7,9,19) “my brethren” 8 times 
(1:2; 2:1,14; 3:1,10,12; 5:10,12) and “my beloved brethren” 3 times (1:16,19; 2:5). The most 
explicit statement of the spiritual condition of the readers is the imperative in 2:1: “My brethren, 
do not hold your faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ with an attitude of personal favoritism.”  
 Geographically, the location of these Jewish believers is not specifically identified. 
Therefore, since there is no specific geographical destination James is grouped with the “General 
Epistles.” The addressees are simply described as “dispersed abroad” (1:1). The words 
“dispersed abroad” translate the Greek phrase in the diaspora. The word diaspora literally means 
“through a sowing” (John 7:35; 1 Pet 1:1). It was the term used of Jews living outside the 
Promised Land among Gentiles. According to Acts the initial scattering of the Jewish believers 
in Jerusalem occurred in A.D. 35 in conjunction with the martyrdom of Stephen outside the lions 
gate of Jerusalem (Acts 8:1-4). Jewish believers from Jerusalem scattered throughout Judea, 
Samaria, Phoenicia, Cyprus and Syrian Antioch (Acts 8:1; 11:19). The next major persecution in 
Jerusalem occurred in A.D. 44 at the hand of Herod Agrippa I (Acts 12). This is probably the 
persecution and further dispersion that prompted James to write to his scattered former church 
members. The epistle shows his intimate knowledge of their circumstances and characteristics. 
Apparently, James received reports of the problems his scattered brothers and sisters were 
having. As the shepherd of this scattered flock, James felt responsible for the spiritual well-being 
of his former “parishioners” and wrote to instruct them just as he would have done if they had 
still been under his direct care in Jerusalem. 

Economically, the majority of James’ readers were probably poor (2:6-7; 5:4-6). 
However, there were some who had significant financial means (1:10-11). James was writing 
from Jerusalem where the believers were desperately poor due to famine and Roman exploitation 
(Acts 11:28-30). Due to their poverty some of the believers were undoubtedly tempted to 
compromise their beliefs and values to avoid persecution and improve their economic situation. 

 
 



Occasion 
 
The scattered believers from the Jerusalem church were undergoing serious trials in their 

personal lives and in the church fellowship. James wrote to help them deal with these issues. 
Here are the challenges they were facing that James addresses. 
 

1. The believers were struggling with trials from without and temptation from   within  
    (1:2-18). 
2. Some of the believers were catering to the rich (2:1-13), while others were being  
    robbed by them (2:6-7; 5:1-6).   
3. Many of the believers were failing to practice what they professed (1:21-27; 2:14-26). 

 4. There was competition for becoming teachers in the church (3:1). 
 5. The tongue was a major problem (1:19-20; 2:12; 3:1-12; 4:11; 5:9, 12). 

6. Selfish desires and worldliness were creating wars and divisions in the assembly  
    (4:1-10). 

 7. Some of the people were arrogant and presumptuous (5:13-17). 
 8. They were impatient and complaining (5:7-11). 

9. Some were physically sick because of disobedience, and some were straying away     
   from the Lord and the church (5:13-20). 

 
 This list doesn’t look much different from the problems that beset the average church in 
America today! 
 The subjects James discussed seem to be disjointed and miscellaneous. For this reason, 
the book is notoriously difficult to outline. However, all the areas addressed in James stem from 
a common cause: lack of spiritual wholeness. These scattered believers faced one main problem 
that was manifesting itself in many ways. The core problem was simply that they were not 
actively matching belief and behavior. James calls them to be “complete.”  He uses this word six 
times in the letter (telios in 1:4, 17, 25; 3:2 and telioo in 2:22). He also refers to their need  “lack 
nothing.”  
 
 

Aim / Message 
 

James wrote as a pastor to the scattered flock from the church in Jerusalem to exhort 
them to overcome the divided character of Christian experience, calling them to spiritual 
wholeness and maturity that demonstrates faith through action—to match and integrate their 
belief and behavior.  
 
 

Outline 
 
Theme:  Spiritual wholeness  

 
James addresses some of the specific areas in which the readers needed to grow-
up and make spiritual progress in their lives. To match their behaving with their 
believing. 



 
Key Verse:  1:4 
 
I. Salutation (1:1) 
 
 diaspora 
 
II. Trials, Temptation, the Truth, and True Religion (1:2-27) 
 

A. How to Face Trials from Without (1:2-12) 
 

Key word = peirasmos  peirazo  (60x total in NT) 
 
1:2, 12, 13, 14 
 
2 meanings: 1) external afflictions of life  
2) internal enticement to sin 

   
 

1. Celebrate the Reason Behind Your Trials (2-3) 
   

2. Calculate the Results of Your Trials (3-4) 
   

3. Call Upon God’s Resources in Your Trials (5-8) 
   

4. Consider Your Reaction to Your Trials (9-11) 
   

5. Contemplate the Reward of Your Trials (12) 
 
  

B. How to Face Temptation from Within (1:13-18) 
  1. The Scope of Temptation (14a) 
   a. Universal (“each one) 
   b. Inevitable (“when) 
   c. Continuous (“is tempted) 
   
  2. The Source of Temptation (13-14) 
   a. Not Deity Ever 
   b. Not the Devil Often 
   c. Always the Desire of Man  

3. The Steps of Temptation (14-16) 
   a. Desire (14)    Emotions 
    

b. Deception (14)    Mind/Intellect 
    

c. Disobedience (15a)  Will 



    
d. Death (15b)   

 
4. The Solution to Temptation (17-18) 

 
  

C. How to Relate to the Truth of God’s Word (1:19-25) 
  1. Ready Yourself for the Word (19-21a) 
   a. Be Quick to Hear 
   b. Be Slow to Speak 
   c. Be Slow to Anger 
   d. Be Clean 
   e. Be Humble 
 
  2. Receive the Word (21b) 
 
  3. Respond to the Word (22-25) 
   a. The Imperative (22) 
   b. The Illustrations (23-25) 
    (1) Negative: Hearing Only – The Casual Approach (23-24) 
    (2) Positive: Doing – The Careful Approach (25) 
 
  

D. How to Have True Religion (26-27) 
  1. Controlled Speech (26) 
   

2. Compassionate Service (27a) 
   

3. Complete Separation (27b) 
 
II. Favoritism and Faith (2:1-26) 
 

A. Favoritism (2:1-13) 
 

“personal favoritism” (2:1) 
“partiality” (2:9) 

   
1. The Exhortation (1) 

   
2. The Example (2-4) 
 
 a. Rich Man     “with a gold ring” (chrusodaktulios) 
 
   “fine clothes” (lampa) 
 
 



 b. Poor Man “poor” (ptochos) 
 
   “dirty clothes” (rhupara) 

   
 

3. The Explanation (5-13) 
   a. Partiality is Senseless (5-7) 
    

b. Partiality is Sinful (8-11) 
 
      Lev. 19:15; Deut. 1:17; 16:19; Prov. 24:23; 28:21 
 
        What is the royal law? 
  

Are all sins equal? 
    

c. Partiality is Short-Sighted (12-13) 
 

B. Faith and Works (2:14-26) 
  1. The Profession (“says”) (14-17) 
   a. The Argument (14) 
    

b. The Illustration (15-16) 
    

c. The Conclusion (17) 
  

2. The Proof (“show ) (2:18-20) 
   a. The Argument (18)  

 
b. The Illustration (19) 

    
c. The Conclusion (20) 

   
3. The Picture (“see”) (2:21-26) 

a. The Illustrations (21-25) 
 

Abraham      Rahab 
Jew   Gentile 
Man    Woman 
Famous Patriarch  Famous Prostitute 

 
 
What does James mean by “justified by works” 
 
Justification has 2 meanings 
1. to declare righteous (Paul’s primary use) 



2. to vindicate, confirm, show to be true, demonstrate (Rom 3:4; 1 
Tim 3:16; Luke 7:35) 

    
 

b. The Conclusion (26) 
 
 
III. The Teacher, the Tongue and Two Kinds of Wisdom (3:1-18) 
 
 A. The Teacher (3:1) 
  1. The Restriction on Teachers (1a) 
   

2. The Reasons for the Restrictions (1b-2) 
a. Teachers will face a stricter judgment (1b) 

 
Accuracy of what is taught 
Application of what is taught (Matt. 5:19) 

    
b. Teaching imperils the tongue (2) 

 
 B. The Tongue (3:2-12) 
  1. The Power of the Tongue (2-8) 

a. The Power to Direct (2-4) 
 

Bit in a horse’s mouth  
Rudder of a Ship 

    
b. The Power to Destroy (5-6) 

 
Spark that begins a forest fire 

    
c. The Power to Defy (7-8) 

 
Wild animals can be tamed by man, but the tongue cannot 

 
   

2. The Paradox of the Tongue (3:9-12) 
   a. The Principle (9-10) 
    

b. The Pictures (11-12) 
 

Fountain 
Fig tree/Olives/Vine 
Salt Water 

  
 C. Two Kinds of Wisdom 



   
1. Human Wisdom (14-16) 

a. The Origin (15) 
Earthly, Natural, Demonic 

 
   b. The Operation (14) 
    (1) Bitter Jealously 
    (2) Selfish Ambition 
    (3) Arrogance 
    (4) Deceitful Action 
 
   c. The Outcome (16) 
    (1) Confusion 
    (2) Every Evil Work 
 
  2. Heavenly Wisdom (13,17-18) 
   a. The Origin (17a) 
   b. The Operation (17b) 
    (1) Peaceable 
    (2) Pure 
    (3) Gentle 
    (4) Reasonable 
    (5) Full of Mercy and Good Fruits 
    (6) Unwavering 
    (7) Without Hypocrisy 
   c. The Outcome (18)     
 
IV. Strife and Self-Sufficiency (4:1-17) 
 A. Strife in the Church (4:1-12) 
  1. How to Start a Fight (4:1-5) 

a. The Conflict (1a)    
          

 “quarrels” (polemoi)    “conflicts” (machai) 
    

b. The Cause (1b-2) 
 

“pleasures” (hedone)      “lust” (epithumeo) 
 

c. The Consequences (2-3) 
(1) Unsatisfied Pleasure 
(2) Uncontrolled Passion 
(3) Untapped Potential 
(4) Unanswered Prayer 

    
d. The Condemnation (4-5) 

    



2. How to Stop a Fight (4:6-12) 
   a. The Principle – Greater Grace (6a) 
    

b. The Prerequisite – Humility (6b) 
    

c. The Particulars (7-12) 
    (1) Relinquish Control of Your Life (7a) 
    (2) Resist the Devil (7b) 
    (3) Restore Worship (8a) 
    (4) Renounce Sinful Actions (8b) 
    (5) Reject Sinful Attitudes (8c) 
    (6) React to Sin with Sorrow (9a) 
    (7) Refrain from a Shallow Attitude Toward Sin (9b) 
    (8) Respond in Humility (10) 
    (9) Refuse to Slander and Judge Others (11-12) 
 
 B. Self-Sufficiency in the Church (4:13-17) 
  1. The Attitude of Self-Sufficiency (13-14,16) 
   a. The Root of this Attitude – Pride (13,16) 
    

b. The Reasons this Attitude is Foolish (14) 
  
  2. The Antidote to Self-Sufficiency – Submission (15,17)       
 
 
V. The Prospect of the Rich, Patience, and Prayer (5:1-20) 
 
 A. The Prospect of the Godless Rich (5:1-6) 
  1. The Rebuke (1) 
  2. The Reasons (2-6) 
   a. Hoarding (2-3) 
   b. Withholding of Wages (4) 
   c. Self-indulgence (5) 
   d. Condemning of the Righteous (6) 
 

B. The Patience of the Godly Righteous (7-12) 
 

Key word = “patience” (6x)   makrothumia  4x     hupomone 2x 
   

1. The Exhortations (7-9,12) 
   a. Be Patient (7-8a) 
   b. Be Steadfast (8b) 
   c. Don’t complain (9) 
   d. Don’t swear (12) 
 
  2. The Examples (7,10-11) 



   a. The Farmer (7) 
   b. The Prophets (10) 
   c. The Patriarch Job (11) 
 

C. The Prayer of the Elders (13-20) 
 

5 Main Interpretations of This Text 
1. Roman Catholic View (sacrament of “extreme unction” or “last rites”) 
2. Faith Healer View (always God’s will to heal) 
3. Medicinal View (oil has healing properties) 
4. Spiritual Weakness View 
5. Divine Physical Discipline View (5:13-20   “prayer” 7x, “sin” 4x, “sickness” 

2x, “death” 1x, “healing” 2x)  
 

1. The Experiences (13-14a) 
   a. Suffering (kakopathei) 
    

b. Cheerfulness 
    

c. Sickness (asthenei)  “sick” (kamnonta 5:15) 
  

2. The Elders (14b) 
   a. The Action of the Afflicted Person  
    (1) Call the Elders 
     

(2) Confess Sin 
    

b. The Action of the Elders 
    (1) Anoint 
     

(2) Pray   
   

3. The Effect (15) 
   a. Restoration of Health 
    

b. Removal of Sins 
 

4. The Exhortation (16) 
   

5. The Example (17-18) 
   

6. The Encouragement (19-20) 
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