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James 
 
Background – James, the half-brother of Jesus and leader of the Church in Jerusalem, wrote the 
book of James.  He probably wrote this book from Jerusalem in 45-49 AD, shortly before Paul wrote 
Galatians and definitely before the Counsel at Jerusalem (Acts 15).  Obviously the relationship 
between grace and works was a major problem in this stage of the life of the church, and James and 
Paul are highlighting different aspects of the question.      
 
James’ focus is not to contradict Paul’s teaching that salvation is by grace through faith, but to 
emphasize that real faith, saving faith, manifests itself in good works.  Good works do not bring one 
into God’s kingdom, but are the inevitable result of a genuine, saving faith.   
 
James 1 
 
V1 – James was the leader of the church in Jerusalem, the leading church at the time. He was also 
the half-brother of Jesus, but did not mention these things.  Rather, he used the same moniker as 
Paul, “bond servant”.  His stated audience is the twelve tribes of Israel, which typically means all 
Jews, believing or not.  Since James is more about Christian living than about salvation, one suspects 
that the intended audience is not all Jews, but Jewish Christians who had once been in the Jerusalem 
church but subsequently scattered under persecution.   
 
VV 2-4 – Like Paul and Silas in the Philippian jail (Acts 16:25), Jesus’ followers were to consider their 
trials and temptations (πειρασμός peirasmos – temptation, adversity, affliction, trouble) as an 
occasion of joy (χαρά chara – the cause or occasion of joy).  This is not to say that believers 
masochistically enjoy suffering, but that they consider suffering and trials to be tools in the hand of 
their loving God to bring them in perfection to Him.   Trials, accepted in the Spirit of Christ, produce 
endurance (ὑπομονή hypomonē – not swerving from one’s ministry calling), resulting in completeness 
and perfection (τέλειος teleios – consummate integrity and virtue, lacking nothing in spiritual maturity).   
This does not mean sinlessness on earth.      
 
V5 – Wisdom (σοφία Sophia – of deep and broad intelligence, especially in the things of God) is 
available to believers simply for the asking (cf. Matthew 7:7).  God is no miser, dispensing little bits of 
it to His people, but a spendthrift, pouring out knowledge of Him and His will to whomever will receive 
it.  Jesus refers to God’s provision as a flood (John 7:38).  The Jews who read this passage would be 
reminded of Psalms 23 (“my cup runs over”) and Proverbs 3.        
 
Keep in mind that God’s offer of wisdom to His people is in the context of trials and suffering.  Amidst 
the rigors of medical school, our professor encouraged us by reminding us that “he who knows the 
“why” can cope with any “how”. My classmates and I were at Oral Roberts School of Medicine 
studying to serve Christ while serving others with medicine.  Our instructor’s point was that with such 
a powerful purpose and goal, we would figure out how to make it through.   Further, as our teacher, 
his job was to help us with the “how” as well. 
 
Our heavenly Father is similar. Suffering is hardest to bear when it is perceived to be meaningless.  
Throughout our trials He often lets us know “why”, thereby infusing our suffering with meaning and 
increasing our strength. He also helps us know “how” to make it through. These are key parts of the 
wisdom that He offers in verse 5.  Sometimes God does not specifically tell us why, as in the case of 
Job, but even then He will help us through.    
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VV 6-8 – Faith (πίστις pistis) is the confident expectation of receiving what you request because of 
your relationship with the giver.  Doubt (διακρίνω diakrinō) means to be at variance with oneself or to 
hesitate.  James’ word picture is of a man wavering back and forth with nothing stable in him, just as 
the waves of the sea.   The Lord will not reward such men, as they are double minded and unstable 
(ἀκατάστατος akatastatos, cf. 3:8).  Double mindedness is the result of sin (cf. 4:8). 
 
VV 9-11 – Believers come from all backgrounds and social classes, some which are considered 
“high” and some “low” by the world. James communicates the world as God sees it, and He tells the 
“highly placed” brothers to consider the fleeting nature of their position, and the “humble ones” to 
remember their high placement.  With his strong Hebrew background, James uses a poignant word 
picture of flowering grasses in the wind, well familiar to the inhabitants of arid Palestine. God is no 
respecter of persons using the world’s values (1 Samuel 16:7).   
 
V12 – James now returns to the theme of trials and temptations begun in verses 2-4. Athletes train 
strenuously, exercising despite fatigue and discouragement, to become physically strong and skilled 
in their event and ultimately win the prize.  How much more must believers persevere despite trials 
and temptations to become spiritually strong and skilled and ultimately win the prize?  The athlete 
competes for fame, money, a trophy, or something else that will quickly fade away. The Christian 
competes to become more like Jesus Christ, gaining the fruits of the Spirit, which will last forever.  
What strange priorities we have that the athlete often strives harder than the child of God does. 
 
V13 – Old Testament Hebrews believed that everything came from the Lord, both good and evil (1 
Samuel 16:14-15, Ecclesiastes 7:14), including testing (Genesis 22:1).  James teaches his Jewish 

Christian readers that God does not tempt (πειράζω peirazō – to entice to sin) anyone. God does test 

them, as He did Job, and the distinction is crucial.  If the person being tested responds in faith, he or 
she will grow in Christ. If not, the test can become an occasion for sin. God is holy and cannot be 
tempted to sin, and that same holiness makes it impossible for Him to tempt others.   
 
VV 14-16 – James now explains the process which results in sin. Man’s lust, which comes from his 
sinful nature (the “flesh”) tempts him.  Failing to resist, the man sins. The Greek for “carried away and 
enticed” gives the sense of luring an animal into a trap while hunting, or a harlot luring a man into her 

bedroom (ἐξέλκω exelkō). Sin, like an incurable cancer, takes root and the man dies, physically for 

everyone, and spiritually for those without Christ. Verse 16 is a transition between 15 and 17.  
Believers should not be deceived.   
 
V17 – God is the giver of every good thing. All that is beautiful and praiseworthy in nature, in science, 
in the arts, in noble conduct, in relationships, and in everywhere else in the universe comes from Him.  
Some skeptics who reject God boast that they would rather be in hell with their friends than in heaven 
with Christians.  What they do not understand is that the camaraderie of friendship is a good thing, 
and comes from the very God that they reject. It will not exist in hell.  To be separated from God 
means to be separated from everything good. There is no shadow in Him, no hint of evil, but only 
pure light.   
 
V18 - His followers are the first fruits in His creation. 
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VV 19-20 – In this section, James describes what believers are to do as a result of God’s holiness 
and grace.   

1. Quick to hear (ἀκούω akouō) – Always ready and willing to listen to the Word of God. Keep in 

mind that though this is written in Greek, the Hebrew word (שמע shama`- to hear, to listen, to 
obey) carries the command not just to hear, but to obey.  The Jewish readers, ensconced in 
that language and culture, would have understood the command.   

2. Slow to speak – Slow to become a preacher or a teacher of the gospel, and careful with advice 
for others.  Also, slow to say anything or even render an opinion prior to carefully reviewing the 
facts of the situation.   

3. Slow to anger – Man’s anger is often due to self injury, real or perceived, and is often sinful.  It 
bears little resemblance to the selfless, righteous anger of God. 

 
V21 – Believers must put aside all filthiness (ῥυπαρία rhyparia – moral filth, including secret sins), all 
wickedness (κακία kakia), and pride. This is impossible for man alone, but is possible for a believer, 
supported by his brethren and empowered by the Spirit. Implanted (ἔμφυτος emphytos), translated 
engrafted in the KJV, has agricultural connotations.  The idea is that sin makes the ground of one’s 
soul unable to receive the Word of God.   
 
V22 – Once we receive the Word, we must do it. To hear the teachings of God and not do them is to 
delude oneself.   
 
VV 23-24 – Mirrors before the time of Christ were round and made of bronze or silver, beaten flat and 
highly ornamented on the back. The Romans invented glass mirrors in the 1st century AD, but they 
would not have been in widespread use when the book of James was written.  Looking 
(κατανοέω katanoeō – to consider attentively, to fix one’s eyes and mind upon) suggests a long and 
thoughtful studying with understanding.  The man who does this and then turns away and 
immediately forgets his appearance is a fool. Unless those who claim Christ act promptly when they 
hear the Word, they will forget it and derive no benefit for themselves or for others.   
 
This is a key concept in education as well. To hear something or see something or both in a class is 
good, and students retain a portion of the material. To actually do it vastly increases understanding.  
Many medical schools and residencies have simulation centers where physicians can practice the 
procedures they are learning on mannequins prior to trying them on real patients. Flight schools 
encourage students to use flight simulators and have shown that they increase understanding and 
skills in the pilots in training.  Schools at all levels use computer and other simulations to enhance 
learning and retention.   
 
V25 – Accepting Christ and gaining the Holy Spirit makes a believer genuinely free from slavery to his 
sinful nature. No more are we forced to respond in anger, resentment or fear when we feel wronged.  
We are free to do what is right; what God created us for. That is the Law of Liberty, and by abiding in 
it and doing what it requires, we are truly blessed.   
 
V26 – The tongue is dangerous and must be controlled (χαλιναγωγέω chalinagōgeō - bridled) by the 
man of God.  The image is of controlling a horse (cf. 3:3). 
 
V27 – Visit (ἐπισκέπτομαι episkeptomai – to look after for help or benefit) the helpless (cf. Exodus 

22:22, 23:6, Psalms 82:3-4). Stay unstained (ἄσπιλος aspilos) by the world.  
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James 2 
 
Wrongheaded Favoritism  
 
V1 – There seems to have never been a society in which the rich and powerful have not been 
honored above the poor and weak, and the Jerusalem church in the late 40s was no exception.  
Taking again his topic from verses 9-11 of chapter one, James condemns personal favoritism or 
partiality (προσωπολημψία prosōpolēmpsia – favoring one on the basis of outward circumstances 
and not inward merits).   
 
Favoritism is defined variously as “an inclination to favor some person or group”, “the showing of 
special favor”, or “partiality”.  The opposite in this case may be discrimination, which in this context 
may be defined as “the act, practice, or an instance of discriminating categorically rather than 
individually”.  When parents favor their children over other children and employers favor industrious 
and cooperative employees over lazy and disagreeable ones, favoritism is good and necessary for 
the proper working of the family and the business.  The Bible gives many positive examples of 
favoring one person or group over another: 
 

1. Deuteronomy 27-28 – Moses tells the Hebrews that those who obey the Law will be blessed 
and those who do not will be cursed.  

2. 1 Samuel 16 – God favors David over Eliab and his other brothers because He sees the 
David’s heart. 

3. Matthew 5-7 – In the Beatitudes, Jesus teaches that groups exhibiting good character will be 
favored over those who do not.  

4. Romans 9:13 – God favors Jacob over Esau. 
5. Galatians 6:10 – God tells Christians to do good to all, especially to other believers. 

 
The Bible condemns favoring one person or group over another for the wrong reasons and on the 
wrong basis.  Favoritism (or conversely, discrimination) on the basis of race or national origin is 
clearly wrong.  On the contrary, the Old Testament commands that the alien (from another nation and 
likely another race), the widow, the orphan, and those otherwise weaker must be cared for  
(Deuteronomy 10:18-19, Jeremiah 7:5-7).  Favoritism benefiting the rich and powerful is also evil, as 
James teaches in this passage.   
 
V2 – Since antiquity, people have displayed their social status by what they wear.  In this word 
picture, a man enters the assembly of Christians “dressed to impress”, and another enters in dirty 
clothes.    First century Jews in Palestine typically wore rings, but could not afford gold ones.  The 
wealthiest might wear rings on every finger, and there were ring rental businesses so that those less 

well off could appear more well-to-do.   “Fine apparel” (λαμπρός lampros – shining, luxurious, elegant) is 

the same word used for the robe that Herod put on Jesus (Luke 23:11) and for an angel (Acts 10:30).   
 
V3 – The well dressed man is not condemned for his clothing, but may be condemned if he dresses 
well from the pride and vanity in his heart.   Synagogues often had benches against the walls and in 
front for the high ranking, but most of the worshippers stood or sat on the dirt floor.  James does 
condemn the reaction of the church to favor him over the poor man.   
 
V4 – Such behavior would be expected in the godless world, but should not occur in the church. 
 



5 
 

V5 – God chose the poor in the world to be rich in faith before Him (1 Corinthians 1:26-28).  Wealth 
can easily generate a false sense of security (Proverbs 30:7-9, Luke 12:16-21) and skew priorities 
(Luke 12:33-34).  People seeking security in something other than the Lord and placing other 
priorities before Him have a difficult time entering heaven (Matthew 19:16-24).   
 

V6 – Dishonor (ἀτιμάζω atimazō – insult, treat with contempt).  This reference is to dragging someone in 

civil court for payment of a debt. 
 
V7 – Blaspheme the name of Jesus 
 
V8 – The “Royal Law” is the greatest of all laws, as noted in Matthew 22:37-40. 
 
V9 – Showing partiality on the basis of such external factors is no mere preference, it is sin, and it is a 
ground for conviction and punishment.  The point is not compulsively treating everyone the same, but 
giving others what they need with a right heart, regardless of external factors such as wealth or social 
position.  This is how the Lord treated everyone he encountered, and is the standard for His people.      
 
VV 10-11 – All sins are not the same in terms of eternal punishment (Mark 12:40), but since the 
standard of God’s law is perfect obedience, breaking even one point in the Law, no matter how small, 
results in breaking the whole Law.  The punishment is physical and spiritual death.  
 
V12 - Christians are to speak and act in accordance with the Law of Liberty (1:25).   
 
V13 – God’s mercy towards sinful man is like a tsunami, overcoming all obstacles and demonstrating 
His love.  As a result of His mercy, those who know Him must also be merciful (Matthew 18:21-35).  
Regardless of what they profess, people who lack mercy provide strong evidence that they lack a real 
relationship with the Father of Mercy.  They will therefore be condemned.  
 
Faith and Works 
 
Background - This portion of James 2 has long been controversial.  Some feel that it teaches a 
salvation by works contrary to Paul’s teachings.  Luther even said that James is “an epistle of straw” 
compared to the Pauline epistles because it seems to elevate works over faith.   
 
Webster’s New World Dictionary (2nd college edition, 1984) defined faith as “unquestioning belief that 
does not require proof or evidence.”  Hebrews 11:1 defines faith (πίστις pistis – trust, confidence, 
conviction of the truth of something) as “the assurance (ὑπόστασις hypostasis – substance, 
steadfastness) of things hoped for; the conviction (ἔλεγχος elegchos - proof) of things not seen”.  The 
difference is stark.  Faith to the world is unreasoning acceptance, while faith to a Christian is belief 
based on proof; firm evidence drawn from science, from history, from Scripture, and from personal 
experience.  Though God Himself is unseen since the ascension of Christ, the evidence for His 
existence and for His nature is overwhelming.   
 
James’ style is argumentative (diatribe) in which he debates an imaginary opponent.  This suggests 
that they were false teachers in the scattered Jerusalem church, perhaps having heard Paul’s 
teachings on justification by faith, that James wrote to oppose.   
 
V14 - James begins with a rhetorical question, “if a man claims to have faith in Christ but has no 
works, will that faith save him?”   



6 
 

 
VV 15-16 – He makes an example of a common situation in the materially poor Jerusalem church.  
What good is someone’s “faith” if it fails to help a hungry brother or sister in Christ?  Note that the 
works James refers to here are acts of charity towards the brethren.  “Go in peace” is a familiar 
Jewish phrase of dismissal.  “Be warmed and filled” either mean “go warm and fill yourself” or “I pray 
that God will warm and fill you.”  Throughout the Bible, God’s people are commanded to help the poor 
(Isaiah 58:7-9, Matthew 25:31-46, 1 John 3:17-18).   
 
V17 – Drawing from his story, James concludes that faith without works is dead.  It could equally be 
stated that faith is not really faith without the works they engender.   
 
V18 – Here he comes to the point of the matter. The issue is not that faith and works are independent 
and opposed. Rather it is that real faith in Christ resulting in a real relationship with Him will result in 
good works. An apple tree produces apples not to try to become an apple tree but because God 
made it one already. A man saved by the blood of Jesus will produce good works not to try to be 
saved, but because he is already saved (Matthew 7:16-18).  Works follow faith; faith cannot follow 
works.   
 
V19 – Even the demons believe in God, and they know far more about Him than we do.  They believe 
so strongly in God that they tremble in terror at His very mention.  Man has far less knowledge (cf. 
Jude 1:8-10).  Christians are saved not because we know more about Him than the evil angels do, 

but because we know (ידע yada`- have a relationship with) Him. (Jeremiah 9:23-24) 

 
V20 – Faith that doesn’t manifest itself in good works is not a real faith at all. 
 
VV 21-23 – Speaking to a Jewish Christian audience, James uses the familiar story of Abraham to 
show that his faith was manifested by works, and his working faith is what we counted to him as 
righteousness.  Abraham believed God and therefore was counted righteous by God, and his belief 
had the perfect result that through Abraham’s works, God’s work was accomplished.   
 
V24 - Thus, Abraham was saved through a faith that manifested itself in works. He was not saved by 
the works themselves. 
 
V25 – James uses another famous character in Hebrew history, this time not a Hebrew leader but a 
Canaanite prostitute to further illustrate his point. That his examples cross socioeconomic and gender 
lines emphasize the equality of every human in relationship to God.  The only faith that saves is a 
faith that manifests itself in good works.   
 
Note that in the examples of Abraham and Rahab, James is not referring to acts of charity but to acts 
of obedience. By referring to many kinds of works in this passage, James emphasizes that 
obedience, whether or not it is charitable, is the focus.   
 
V26 – The relationship of body and spirit illustrate the relationship between faith and works. Faith 
without works is dead. Really it is no faith at all. Man is justified by faith, a real faith, which is 
demonstrated by acts of obedience to God.   
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James 3 
 
Two of the problems James addresses are false teaching (2:14 implies false teachers) and strife (4:1-
5) in the church.   
 
V1 – Teachers (διδάσκαλος didaskalos – one who presumes to teach the things of God) in the church 
have a position of honor (1 Timothy 5:17-18) and potential financial gain.    Keep in mind that few 
people in the 1st century Roman Empire could read and even for those that could, books were 
relatively rare.  There were few opportunities in the lower classes for advancement in money and 
status, and many in the early church were from the lower classes (1 Corinthians 1:26), so many 
people aspired to teach.  Christian teachers roughly held an equivalent position to Rabbi in the 
Jewish faith.   
 
Only those clearly called by God should teach, and that number will be small.  God will hold all of 
those who presume to teach to a stricter judgment (κρίμα krima - punishment).   
 
V2 – “For” indicates that James is about to explain his previous statement.  Every Christian stumbles 
(πταίω ptaiō – to sin, to fall into misery) in a variety of areas and all too frequently.  Teachers are 
responsible to know more, and therefore are held to higher standards.  Further, they have prominent 
places in the church and members see them and look up to them, so the sin of a teacher can have 
greater consequences for others than the sin of one not so highly placed (cf. Mark 12:38-40). 
 
Our sinful nature is the source but the tongue is a common instrument of such stumbling.  Few are 
those whose words do not fall to the ground (cf. 1 Samuel 3:19).  Attributing blame for sin to a certain 
body part is a common literary device in Hebrew Scripture (Matthew 5:29-30, Romans 3:15, 2 Peter 
2:14).  Many other passages in the Bible describe the danger of the tongue (Psalms 39:1).  Thus the 
teacher’s greatest tool of ministry, the tongue, is the toughest to control.   
 
Perfect (τέλειος teleios) in this case is not sinlessness but completeness, integrity and consistency.   
 
VV 3-5 – James uses analogies that would be commonly known in the Jewish and Hellenist worlds to 
show the importance of the tongue.   

1. Horse bits weigh 2 lbs and horses weight 1000 lbs, yet the bit helps control the direction of the 
horse. 

2. Two rudders, about three square feet each, control a 26 foot sailboat.   
3. From 1993-2003 in Alberta, Canada, campfires caused 130 wildfires per year.  These burned 

millions of acres.   
 
Aristotle (384-322 BC) contrasted the size of the rudder, controlled by one man, with the huge size of 
the ship it controls (Quaest. Mechan. 5). The Greek playwright Sophocles had one of his actors say “I 
know that spirited horses are broken by the use of a small bit” (Antigone 477 BC).   
 
The “forest” (ὕλη hylē) in this context is most likely the brush lands of arid Judea, which are so dry 
they can be set alight in an instant.  The Bible commonly uses similar dryness to describe the 
condition of those without the refreshing Spirit of Christ, the Living Water (cf. Ezekiel 37:1-14, 
Proverbs 17:22).  Just like a spark can cause an inferno in arid Palestine, so a single sinful 
communication can cause an inferno in the heart of one, or many.     
 
V6 – The Greek in this section is difficult, but the idea is that the tongue contains within itself the 
whole world of iniquity.  
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It defiles the whole body (Matthew 15:11, 18-19), and wreaks havoc to an otherwise godly life.  It 

stains (σπιλόω spiloō) the body, in direct contrast with “pure religion” in James 1:27.   

 
Proverbs describes many types of speech that are destructive, and undoubtedly James was thinking 
of many of these as he wrote these words: 

1. Thoughtless chatter (10:8) 
2. Gossip (10:18) 
3. Lying (12:19) 
4. Arrogant boasting (18:12) 

 
The destruction wrought by foolish words spreads rapidly, just like a fire (cf. Proverbs 16:27), and the 
ultimate source of fire is hell.  The Hinnom valley, southwest of Jerusalem, was used for infant 
sacrifices to Canaanite deities in the Old Testament (2 Chronicles 28:3) and as a place to place and 
burn trash in the New Testament. Jesus used it as a picture of Hell (γέεννα geenna - Gehenna).   
 
V7 – The word for “tame” (δαμάζω damazō – to tame, to curb) in this case refers to man’s dominion 
over the rest of creation.  It does not mean the James thought that we had tamed every animal in the 
modern sense.  The tongue, on the other hand, is untamable.   
 
V8 – Unruly (ἀκατάσχετος akataschetos) is the same word as used in 1:8.  The tongue as poison is 
also known from the Old Testament (Psalms 140:3).   
 
VV 9-12 - James uses three more illustrations, well understood by the agriculturally minded Hebrews, 
to make this point. 
1. We bless the Lord and curse men. 

2. The tongue as a fountain (πηγή pēgē – spring, well fed by a spring) sends out fresh and bitter 

water, or fresh and salty water.  Whole villages in arid Palestine depended on a single fresh 
spring.  Some springs do produce brackish water, a mixture of fresh and salt water, but this is 
unusable.  No springs, however, send out alternating fresh and salty water.  This would be worse 
than worthless.   

3. The tongue as a tree produces two different kinds of fruit.  The Greek author Epictitus wrote “How 
can a vine be moved to act, not like a vine, but like an olive, or again an olive to act, not like an 
olive, but like a vine?  It is impossible, inconceivable.”  Nonetheless, according to James, the 
tongue does it.     

 
Notice that throughout his book, James is deploring sinful dualities (“double mindedness”, “blessing 
God and cursing men”, honoring the rich and dishonoring the poor).  Godly perfection (τέλειος teleios, 
cf 3:2) is the goal.  A person’s speech is a measure of his or her godliness (Matthew 12:33-37).  We 
are accountable before God for every word.   
 
Note also that James, like other Bible writers, is thoroughly familiar with his culture.  He uses that 
familiarity to communicate God’s truths to others.  He also speaks like his culture, in pictures, which 
was (and still is in many cases) the most effective way to communicate.   
 
V13 – Wisdom is demonstrated by good behavior (ἀναστροφή anastrophē).   
 
V14 – A man’s heart attitude should be consistent with his words.   
 
V15 – Wisdom of those with wrong hearts does not come from God, but from Satan. 
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V16 – Jealousy (ζῆλος zēlos) and selfish ambition (ἐριθεία eritheia - courting distinction, 
electioneering or intriguing for office, a desire to put one's self forward, a partisan and fractious spirit 
which does not disdain low arts) are the root of many dreadful problems. 
 
VV 17-18 – Characteristics of godly wisdom.  These are similar to Paul’s “fruits of the Spirit” in 
Galatians 5.   
 
James 4 
 
Many books are written to tell people how to do something.  James 4 is written to teach his Jewish 
Christian parishioners how to be a friend of God, and consequently how to get along with others and 
live in harmony with the world that God has created.   
 
V1 – After having detailed some characteristics of “wisdom from below”, James describes the results.  
Quarrels (πόλεμος polemos – root of the word “polemic”) and conflicts come from desires for pleasure 
(ἡδονή hēdonē – root of the word “hedonism”) warring within and between the members (μέλος melos 
– body part). Christians are members of the body of Christ. 
 
VV 2-3 – The results of thwarted lust and envy are quarrelling, then fighting, and finally murder.   God 
is more than willing to give us wholesome pleasures, but we either do not ask at all, revealing our 
unbelief in the power of prayer, or ask inappropriately, hoping that God will feed our evil desires.  Of 
course, He will not, for doing so harms the recipient, injuries those around, and is anathema to His 
nature.   
 
V4 – Adulteresses (μοιχαλίς moichalis – faithless to God) are faithful and friendly to the world 
(κόσμος kosmos – the aggregate of things worldly, including riches, pleasures).  Riches and 
pleasures are not bad in themselves, for God provides them.  They can, however, become a 
substitute for Him insofar as we strive for them and seek meaning and security in them (Proverbs 
30:7-9).  Pursuit of riches and pleasures can result in great sin.    
 
The feminine is used is communicate the parallel between unfaithful Israel and unfaithful believers in 
their relation to their husband, God (cf. Isaiah 54:1-6, Hosea, Matthew 12:39, 16:4).  James’ readers, 
persecuted and poor, were probably not actively disavowing God in favor of the world, but more likely 
were falling away from Him by simple neglect.  It is our natural sinful tendency to drift away from our 
Lord.   
 
V5 – This verse is difficult in the Greek and subsequently in the English.  In one reading, “He” refers 
to God, and the verse means that He is jealous for the spirit (πνεῦμα pneuma) of His people (cf. 
Exodus 20:5, Zechariah 8:2 - קנא qanna').  This would square with James’ readers’ Old Testament 
background.   In another reading, “he” refers to man, and the verse means that the spirit of man is 
jealous/envious.   
 
V6 – If verse 5 is interpreted as God’s jealousy of His people, verse 6a refers to God’s grace that is 
greater than His jealous demands on us.  His jealousy demands our perfect allegiance and 
obedience, and His grace provides it.  If verse 5 is interpreted as man’s tendency towards envy, verse 
6a speaks of God’s grace overcoming our weakness.   
 
Either way, God has always been opposed to the proud (Proverbs 6:16-19) but gracious to the 
humble.    
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VV 7-12 – Key commandments to a right life and to friendship with God.  Note that all of these are 
active; they don’t just happen.   
 
1. Submit (ὑποτάσσω hypotassō – to line up under) to God.  The image is a line of soldiers lining up 

under their commander and obeying His commands.   
2. Resist (ἀνθίστημι anthistēmi) the devil – More martial imagery, soldiers fighting the enemy under 

the direction of their leader. Often we think of fighting against sin as single combat, but the Bible 
never teaches that.  Spiritual warfare always involves believers as an army under God’s command 
fighting against the devil and his angels.   

3. Draw near (ἐγγίζω eggizō) to God – very close (Acts 23:15) by God’s grace (Hebrews 7:19). 

4. Cleanse (καθαρίζω katharizō) your hands – Root of the word “catharsis”.  Relates to a total 

cleansing or purging.  Any sin that you are doing, stop doing it! 
5. Purify your hearts.  Hold no grudges, harbor no secret sins or bitter thoughts.  Ask God to deliver 

you (Psalm 139:23-24).    
6. Be miserable and mourn and weep – Sadness over sin is a characteristic of the true Christian 

(Matthew 5:4).  Laughter refers to foolish, flippant mirth without repentance or understanding.     
7. Humble (ταπεινόω tapeinoō – to assign a lower rank or place, to be modest and unassuming) 

yourselves – to understand your true position compared to the holy and infinite God (cf. Luke 
18:9-14). 

8. Do not speak against a brother – We are to support our comrades in arms, not harm or judge 
them.  God is the Lawgiver and Judge.   

 
VV 13-16 – Not only are we not judges, but we are not even independent.  Intelligent planning of any 
type is good (Luke 14:28-33) but to do so without considering our dependence on the Lord is practical 
atheism and is foolish.  Compared to the scope of time and the universe, our lives are nothing.  
Compared to God, we are even less.  We must always recognize our utter dependence on Him.  
Boasting (ἀλαζονεία alazoneia – empty assurance which trusts in its own or in earthly power and 
neglects God’s sovereignty) therefore, is arrogant, evil, and amazingly foolish. 
 
V17 – Believers, awakened by the Holy Spirit, should know the right things to do and must do them.  
Otherwise, they are in sin.   
 
James 5 
 
V1 – Paul in 1 Timothy 6:17-19 warns the wealthy against pride and the false security of riches, as 
does Proverbs 30:7-9, implying that not all rich people are bad (cf. Joseph of Arimathea, Luke 23:50-
53).  James’ is condemning the ungodly rich.  There is a question whether this passage refers to 
unrighteous rich within the church or outside.   Jewish landowners in Palestine were notorious for 
expanding their land holdings by loaning money to small farmers in adjacent lots at exorbitant interest 
rates, and then seizing their land when they could not pay back the loan (Isaiah 5:8-9).  The small 
landowners would then become tenant farmers, working for the benefit of their new masters.  No 
longer able to keep what they grew, they would sink farther into poverty and often into despair. 
 
V2 – The wealth in which they trust is daily being destroyed by the normal processes of decay in life.     
 
V3 – Decay has made their wealth worthless, and that very decay is a testimony against them.  
Those who pursue wealth instead of pursuing God end up with a pile of rust and ashes, and that very 
pile testifies to God and man that their priorities in life were sadly misdirected.  
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The man who pursues temporal things such as fame, power and wealth ends up with nothing, but the 
man who pursues the eternal God and values others above items ends up with 
everything…sustenance on earth and glory in heaven.   
 
How does the pursuit of wealth consume the flesh of man? 
1. It requires time, energy and focus.  All three are limited, and time, energy and focus applied to one 

thing (like wealth, fame or power) cannot be applied to something else (like our Lord, our families, 
and the benefit of others).  God’s plan is that we pursue Him and He provides our material needs.   

2. Physical things must be transported, stored, taken out, put away, cleaned, repaired, and 
eventually disposed of.  Some objects are necessary for live, but having more than you need is a 
waste.  “The things that you own also own you.”   

3. Money must be invested or spent. People spend enormous amounts of time looking for the right 
investments and right purchases.   

4. God will judge us for our actions.  Any action which is not built on the foundation of Christ (1 
Corinthians 3:11-15) will be consumed.  Life is more than food and the body more than clothing 
(Matthew 6:25-34).   

5. God is clear that His people must assist the poor.  If we do not, we will be punished.   
 
The Last Days are those between the First and Second Coming of Jesus Christ.   
 
V4 – The Jewish landowners that fraudulently seized the plots of small farmers and made them 
tenant farmers are also withholding the wages that they earned while working for their new masters. 
They are also defrauding the day laborers (ἐργάτης ergatēs, cf Matthew 20:1-16).  The Lord of the 
Sabbath means “the Lord of the Armies of Israel”.   
 
V5 – Pleasure (τρυφάω tryphaō – a soft and luxurious life) and wanton (σπαταλάω spatalaō – to give 
oneself to pleasure) describe someone fattening himself like a cow to be slaughtered.   
 
V6 – The rich have conspired against the righteous, using the legal system of the land to condemn 
(καταδικάζω katadikazō – to pronounce a legal verdict of guilty against someone) him and kill him.  
The righteous in this case are the poor who have little or no ability to resist. 
 
CS Lewis said it well in “The Screwtape Letters”, 
 
“I live in the Managerial Age, in a world of ‘Admin’.  The greatest evil is not now done in those sordid 
dens of crime that Dickens loved to paint.  It is not done even in concentration camps and labor 
camps.  In those we see its final result.  But it is conceived and ordered (moved, seconded carried, 
and minuted) in clean, carpeted, warmed, and well lighted offices by quiet men with white collars and 
cut fingernails and smooth-shaven cheeks who do not need to raise their voice.” 
 
Flagrant evils are often easier to see and deal with than bureaucratic ones.  James here recognized 
and attacked such evils.   
 
VV 7-8 – James had been speaking to the unrighteous rich, and now he speaks to the righteous, who 
at that time in the Palestinian Jewish church were mostly poor.  They had been persecuted since the 
martyrdom of the apostle James (about 42 AD) and, in 47 AD, suffered from a severe famine.  
Believers were to be patient until the coming of the Lord just as a farmer was patient for his crops.   
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The difficulty, of course, is that a farmer knows about when his crops will come but Christians have no 
idea when Jesus will come again.  We only know that we will die and then earthly suffering will end.   
A godly man will be faithful even through death (Job 13:15).   
 
The second coming of Jesus Christ is a prominent theme throughout the NT (1 Thessalonians 4-5, 2 
Thessalonians 2, 2 Peter 3).  The Jews understood a single coming of the Messiah, which would 
usher in the Messianic Age, while the Christians, believing that Jesus was the Messiah and see that 
the Messianic Age, at least as understood by the Jews, had not come, believed that Jesus would 

come again as He promised (John 14:1-3).  By “at hand” (ἐγγίζω eggizō – approaching), James taught 

that Jesus’ second coming was soon.  Jesus used the same word when He said “the kingdom of 
heaven is at hand”.   
 
Christians, especially those in pain and suffering, have been praying for the Second Coming for 
thousands of years and still He has not come.  Why not? 

1. The gospel must be preached to all nations (people groups) and we have not yet completed 
this (Matthew 24:14).  

2. Our timing is not God’s timing, in which one thousand years is as a day (Psalm 90:4, 2 Peter 
3:8).  Peter specifically states this in reference to the Second Coming.   

 
VV 9-10 – Part of patience is to not complain against each other and thereby bring speedy judgment 
upon yourself.  The OT prophets are good examples to follow. 
 
V11 – James returns to the theme of suffering and endurance (cf. 1:2-4).  Job suffered and endured 
and the Lord rewarded him greatly.  It is God’s consistent character to do so.   
 
V12 – God is completely sovereign, and man must be humble in his promises (cf. 4:13-17).  James 
uses repetition, as does Paul (Philippians 3:1), to teach key truths.     
 
V13 – Prayer is not primarily asking God for things, as is commonly supposed.  Prayer, rather, is a 
chance for man to enter into the very presence of Almighty God.  He who is all light and beauty and 
power and love, the One who is the fount of all joy and the maker of all pleasure invites us to join Him 
any time we wish.  What foolishness that we do not do it more often!  If only we could see God as He 
is, believers would long to come before Him.  All of our fear and pain would melt instantly into joy and 
peace and we gazed upon His face.   
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During more cheerful and energetic times, the presence of God inspires us to sing rapturous praises 
to His name.   
 
V14 – “Sick” (ἀσθενέω astheneō – weak, feeble, without strength, powerless, poor, physically ill, 
spiritually weak).  Our Lord has given us a medicine chest to help in times of sickness and distress. 
1. Scripture (promises and instruction) – Many Bible passages are very encouraging to those who 

know Him (Psalm 23, Psalm 100, Romans 8, Revelation 21).  Other passages clarify what people 
should do and so correct confusion and sin.  Spiritual leaders in the church, very familiar with His 
word, have an armamentarium of God’s promises to help others.   

2. Scripture (laws) – God’s law tells man the right way to live.  The Old Testament laws were written 
to produce a people clearly separated to the Lord, but they also include provisions in many areas 
(legal, public health, etc.) that contribute to good health and a well functioning society.   

a. Many common diseases, including skin infections, food poisoning, and sexually transmitted 
diseases, would have been prevented.  For example, reptiles, heavily laden with 
Salmonella Typhi, were off the menu, thereby decreasing the chance of typhoid fever.  

b. Famine from crop failure would be less likely by letting the land lie fallow every seventh 
year, an agricultural provision in the Law.   

c. Civil unrest and interclass violence would be minimized by supporting the poor. 
d. Domestic violence would be less likely and the rights of women protected.  For example, 

women captured by Israelite armies could not be raped at will, as was the common Middle 
Eastern practice. Soldiers who wanted them had to wait one month and then could marry 
them (Deuteronomy 21:10-14).   

3. Praise – Joy is a strong antidote to depression, pain, anger, worry, fear, and a host of other 
physical, mental, and emotional problems (Proverbs 17:22).  Praise alone is good, but it can 
quickly wilt away.  Praise with others, especially those with a deep and abiding love for the Lord 
and a personal knowledge of His goodness, can create real joy.     

4. Prayer – Coming before the very presence of God brings peace to the weary and encourages the 
downtrodden.  Jesus and His saints made prayer a vital part of their lives.  Sometimes Christians 
pray alone and come away discouraged.  Most of the spiritual disciplines need to be regularly 
exercised with others.  Corporate prayer can be very encouraging to those whose prayer is cold, 
and those with long experience in fervent prayer, leaders in the church chosen by God, should 
pray for lead less experienced believers.   

5. Elders – Christians should turn to the spiritual leaders (πρεσβύτερος presbyteros) in the church for 
encouragement, support and prayer.  In Jewish culture, prophets and priests also filled the role of 
physician and public health officer (Leviticus 13-15).  Another example was when Isaiah treated 
Hezekiah’s infection (Isaiah 38:21).   By calling the elders, James was using Jewish culture to 
invoke both spiritual leadership and medicine.   

6. Anointing  
a. Anointing (ἀλείφω aleiphō –anoint or rub) with oil, usually olive oil, for His special provision 

and care.  In the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew OT, this word is used 20 
times, 7 for rubbing whitewash on walls (Ezekiel) 9 for rubbing oil onto the skin or face for 
beauty and hygiene, and 4 for ceremonial purposes.   

b. Chrio - intended to mark someone as “set apart” for God’s special purpose (cf. Saul 1 
Samuel 10:1, David 1 Samuel 16:13).   

c. Olive oil was used to anoint, and it has inherent antibacterial and moisturizing properties.  
The picture is of the elders coming to the sick person with the power of God manifested in 
spiritual power and natural, medical healing power.   

d. The anointing ceremony, performed by the most godly and respected men in the church 
and involving the laying on of hands, especially in the context of Biblical miracles, has 
power to encourage and heal inherent in the process. 
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e.   The disciples anointed and healed the sick in Mark 6:13.  Modern medical experience 
confirms that the very “ceremony” of seeking medical care from experienced professionals 
in the medical milieu can help people feel better.   This takes nothing away from the 
miraculous power of God, but rather helps explain in small part how He works.  Anointing 
“in the name of the Lord” gives the glory to Him and opens the floodgates of His power 
(John 14:12-15).   

  

V15 – A prayer offered in faith by the elders will restore (σῴζω sōzō – make well, heal, restore to 

health) the sick one.  This passage seems not to square easily with our day to day experience, which 
is that no matter how much faith we exercise, prayer usually does not bring the sick back to their 
baseline of physical health.  Why could that be? 
 

1. Our naturalistic worldview.  Healing processes and medical science that we consider natural 
and therefore separate from God’s miraculous hand are actually evidence of His work.  God 
made nature, and every healing, no matter how explainable by modern science, is an example 
of His work.  In reality, the vast majority of the sick are brought back to their baseline of 
physical health.  If it is done “naturally” however, we fail to give God glory.   

2. Our expectations.  We read stories of miraculous healings in the Bible and expect that this is 
the way that God works.  Over thousands of years of Bible history and not including the 
healings of Jesus, He did this only a few dozen times.     

3. Some would argue that this passage only applies to James’ immediate audience, or to the 
whole church in 45-48 AD, and cannot be applied to the modern church.  Neither Scripture nor 
experience give any indication of this, but it is a reasonable view held by many faithful servants 
of God.  On the other hand, the Bible teaches that all of Scripture is applicable to God’s people 
and their descendents (Deuteronomy 6:2, 2 Timothy 3:16-17) and there is no reason not to 
include this passage in that general truth.   

4. Those praying may have unconfessed sin – Psalm 66:18 clearly states that sin prevents God 
from hearing the petitioner.  1 Peter 3:7 teaches that if human relationships are not right, 
prayers may be hindered.   

5. The person prayed for may have unconfessed sin – Paul suggests in 1 Corinthians 11:27-30 
that some were sick and others had died because they abused the Lord’s Supper.  However, 
many places in the Bible are clear that sin does not always directly cause sin or prevent 
healing (Job, John 9:1-3).   

6. Those praying may not have enough faith.  Perhaps a Christian of great faith could pray and 
heal with regularity.  Paul had at least as much faith as any man who ever lived, save Jesus, 
and he was unable to heal himself on several occasions (2 Corinthians 2:7-10, Galatians 4:13-
15).  The elders that James has in mind are not “super Christians” but ordinary men, leaders in 
the small divisions of the Jerusalem church, called by God to their position. 

7. The person prayed for may not have enough faith.  Jesus was clear that His work is somehow 
influenced by the faith of the recipient, not just the giver (Matthew 13:58, Mark 9:23-24).   
James taught the same thing (James 1:5-8).  God’s power is not limited by man’s unbelief, but 
His willingness to grant requests is.    

8. James is referring to a spiritual, not a physical, healing.  “Sick” (ἀσθενέω astheneō) can refer 
to spiritual weakness (cf. 1 Corinthians 8:11, 2 Corinthians 13:3).     This verse clearly states a 

spiritual component, and the verb “save” (σῴζω sōzō) can refer to a spiritual restoration. The 

context and the usage of these words elsewhere in the New Testament, however, implies a 
physical component.    

9. As long as we inhabit this wicked world, we are all sick (ἀσθενέω astheneō – weak, feeble, 
without strength, powerless, poor, physically ill).  
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10.  The condition that we mistake for health is really just a little less sickness.  Therefore any 
healing on this earth, no matter how remarkable, is partial.   When we pray, God restores the 
sick person to some degree, perhaps little, perhaps much, in accordance with His will.  Either 
way, He honors His childrens’ prayer.   Only in His perfect presence and in our resurrected 
bodies will we experience complete health. 

 
God’s will is paramount, but all of these factors contribute to whether or not the sick one is healed.  If 
we are right with Him and with His people, we will be better able to discern His will, trust Him in it, and 
pray according to it.   
 

V16 – Confession (ἐξομολογέω exomologeō) and prayer (εὔχομαι euchomai) must include 

others.  As believers, we are a body, and we cannot exist alone.  By living in the community of faith, 
we will be as healthy as possible in a sinful and fallen world.  
 
VV 17-18 – James had a high opinion of the power of prayer, and used the example of Elijah to show 
what the prayers of a man of God could do.  Elijah was highly regarded among first century Jews, and 
was expected to return to pave the way for the Messiah (John 1:19-23).   
 
VV 19-20 – Unlike Paul, James did not conclude his letter with greetings and personal requests.  
James issued a call to action.   
 
Believers are encouraged to look out for the spiritual condition of each other, and help anyone who 
strays to come back.  The one who restores his brother will be blessed greatly.  God answer’s Cain’s 
question in Genesis 4:9 “Yes, you are your brother’s keeper.”  We are responsible to bless the lives of 
others.    
 
 
 


