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THE EPISTLE OF JAMES 

INTRODUCTION 

Like several of the epistles of Paul, the title of this book is derived from its author, James. There are 

several “James’” in the New Testament (NT), and we will get to the author next. 

The letter is being sent to “the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad.”1 (Ja 1:1). The term used to 

describe the dispersion of Jewish people or communities outside the land of Israel is called the 

“Diaspora.” There are two major periods included in the diaspora: during the period of 500 BC to 70 AD, 

and the result of the persecutions found in the NT. 

James is a “general epistle,”2 being sent as a “circular” letter to the dispersed Jewish Christians. 

Persecution of Jewish men and women was great for those that accepted Jesus as Messiah. It is evident in 

this book that James is responding to all the hardship and harsh conditions they were having to endure for 

believing in Jesus. 

The letter of James is a practical and pastoral book. James’ down-to-earth advice instructs 

believers on how to live wisely and with integrity. James tells Christians to endure whatever 

difficulties might come their way, with the knowledge that God will use their struggles to help 

them mature as Christians.3 

Note: the epistle of James was one of the last books of the NT that was accepted into the canon of 

scripture. It was finally officially solidified into the canon at the Council of Carthage (397 AD). However, 

some of the early Christian writings alluded to it and Origen wholly accepted it (250 AD). 

James omits all personal references and travel plans in this epistle. Either the audience was already aware, 

or the identity was not needed in the fulfillment of the letter. 

AUTHOR 

The author of this epistle identifies himself with the opening words of the text: “James, a servant of God 

and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (Ja 1:1). A quick use of the name of James identifies four different men by 

that name who could be the author. 

• James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother (Mt 4:21; 10:2; 17:1; Mk 1:19, 29; 5:37; 9:2; 

10:35, 41; 13:3; 14:33; Lk 5:10; 6:14; 8:51; 9:54; Ac 1:13; 12:2) 

• James the son of Alphaeus also known as “James the less (Mt 10:3; Mk 3:18; 15:40; Lk 6:15; Ac 

1:15) 

• James the brother of Jesus (Mt 13:55; Mk 6:3; Ac 12:17; 15:13; 21:18; 1Co 15:7; Ga 1:19; 2:9) 

• James the brother of Judas, not Iscariot, an apostle (Lk 6:16; Ac 1:13; Jude 1) 

Traditionally, James the brother of Jesus has had the overwhelming support of the early church as the 

author of the book that bears his name, as well as he held a key position in the church in Jerusalem, in 

 

1 The name given to the Jews who were outside of Palestine is called the “diaspora.” 

2 The “general epistles” include James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2, and 3 John, and Jude. A general epistle is one that is 

“general” in every way. It is not written to an individual or congregation. Instead, they are written to the “church” as 

a whole. 

3 John D. Barry et al., Faithlife Study Bible (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012, 2016). 
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which Paul sought his guidance at the Jerusalem council found in Acts 15. Before the resurrection of 

Jesus, His brother Jesus did not believe in His ministry and message.  

DATE 

The date is not dependent on the author since the author is unknown. However, the mention of the 

“assembly” in Ja 2:2, is thought to be that of the Jerusalem Council (Ac 15) that took place in mid-to-late 

40’s.  

The Holman New Testament Commentary4 says: 

The Jewish historian Josephus mentioned the martyrdom of James, and we can date his 

reference to some events occurring around A.D. 62. We must place the writing of James prior 

to this date. 

James described economic conditions in Palestine which disappeared after the war with Rome. 

The unjust treatment of laborers by landowners (5:1–6) would more likely appear before the 

war rather than after it. 

His use of the term elders in 5:14 supports a simple church organization. This encourages an 

earlier date for the book. 

The use of the Greek word for “synagogue” (2:2) to describe the meeting place of Christians 

indicates a time early in the spread of Christianity. 

These features point to an undetermined early date for the letter, probably in the fifties. 

A generally ascribed date is 49 AD. 

AUDIENCE 

The first verse contains the words: “to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad.” (Ja 1:1). This does 

not identify a specific location, church, or city. Therefore, it could be assumed that the author is 

addressing those Jewish (Hebrew) believers that are outside of Palestine.  

THEME 

The Christian must put their faith into action. “Faith without works is dead.” (Ja 2:17, 20, 26) 

PURPOSE AND CONTENT 

The epistle of James, like the Gospel of Mark, moves quickly through letter, highlighting topics that were 

important to the writer. Some of these topics would include, 1) what the reaction of the believer to the 

trials in their lives. 2) hearing and heeding the Word of God. 3) discussion on the consequences and the 

domino effect when the tongue is not held in check. And 4) the right use of affluence, treasure, and 

possessions.  

The epistle presents a pastoral ministry in a series of messages to “twelve tribes” scattered throughout the 

known world. 

 

4 Thomas D. Lea, Hebrews, James, vol. 10, Holman New Testament Commentary (Nashville, TN: Broadman & 

Holman Publishers, 1999), 252. 
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In traditional fashion, the writer both rebukes and exhorts his readers, attempting to change their behavior 

towards God and their fellow man (Ja 2:1–4; 3:9–12). The epistle addresses issues that are just as current 

today as they were in the first century. 

KEY THOUGHT/CENTRAL MESSAGE 

The fashioning and producing of a “Mature Christian.” 

PARALLEL PASSAGES 

Old Testament Quotes James 

• Le 19:18 Jas 2:8 

• Ex 20:13l; Dt 5L17 Jas 2:11 

• Ex 20:14; Dt 5:18 Jas 2:11 

• Ge 15:6 Jas 2:23 

• Pr 3:34 Jas 4:6 

THE KEY VERSE/PASSAGE 

Key Verse/s 

Jas 1:2-3 “My brethren, count it all joy when ye fall into divers temptations; Knowing [this], 

that the trying of your faith worketh patience. 

Jas 1:4 “But let patience have her perfect work, that ye may be perfect and entire, wanting 

nothing.” 

James 1:5 (KJV)   If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all [men] 

liberally, and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him. 

James 1:12 (KJV)   Blessed [is] the man that endureth temptation: for when he is tried, he shall 

receive the crown of life, which the Lord hath promised to them that love him. 

James 1:13 (KJV)   Let no man say when he is tempted, I am tempted of God: for God cannot be 

tempted with evil, neither tempteth he any man: 

James 1:17 (KJV)   Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from 

the Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning. 

James 1:18 (KJV)   Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth, that we should be a kind 

of firstfruits of his creatures. 

James 1:19 (KJV)   Wherefore, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to 

speak, slow to wrath: 

James 1:27 (KJV)   Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the 

fatherless and widows in their affliction, [and] to keep himself unspotted from the world. 

James 2:10 (KJV)   For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one [point], he is 

guilty of all. 

James 2:18 (KJV)   Yea, a man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works: shew me thy faith 

without thy works, and I will shew thee my faith by my works. 
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James 2:23 (KJV)   And the scripture was fulfilled which saith, Abraham believed God, and it 

was imputed unto him for righteousness: and he was called the Friend of God. 

James 3:6 (KJV)   And the tongue [is] a fire, a world of iniquity: so is the tongue among our 

members, that it defileth the whole body, and setteth on fire the course of nature; and it is set on 

fire of hell. 

James 3:17 (KJV)   But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, 

[and] easy to be intreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without 

hypocrisy. 

James 4:7 (KJV)   Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from 

you. 

James 4:14 (KJV)   Whereas ye know not what [shall be] on the morrow. For what [is] your 

life? It is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away. 

James 4:17 (KJV)   Therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth [it] not, to him it is sin. 

James 5:13 (KJV)   Is any among you afflicted? let him pray. Is any merry? let him sing psalms. 

James 5:14 (KJV)   Is any sick among you? let him call for the elders of the church; and let 

them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord: 

James 5:16 (KJV)   Confess [your] faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may 

be healed. The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much. 

Key Word/s & Phrases 

• Jesus Jas 1:1; 2:1 

• Christ Jas 1:1; 2:1 

• God Jas 1:1, 5, 13, 20, 27; 2:5, 19, 23; 3:9; 4:4, 6-8 

• Lord Jas 1:1, 7, 12; 2:1; 4:10, 15; 5:4, 7-8, 10-11, 14-15 

• Faith Jas 1:3, 6; 2:1, 5, 14, 17-18, 20, 22, 24, 26; 5:15 

• Grace Jas 1:11; 4:6 

• Word Jas 1:18, 21-23; 3:2 

• Righteousness Jas 1:20; 2:23; 3:18 

• Mercy Jas 2:13; 3:17; 5:11 

• Love Jas 1:12; 2:5, 8 

• Works Jas 2:14, 17-18, 20-22, 24-26; 3:13 

• Perfect Jas 1:4, 17, 25; 2:22; 3:2 

OUTLINE 

 I James, the Servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ. 1:1a 

 II To the Twelve Tribes Which Are of the Dispersion. 1:1b 

 III Joy in Trial. 1:2–11 

 IV The Way of Temptation. 1:12–18 

 V The Practice of the Word of God. 1:19–27 

 VI Class Prejudice. 2:1–13 

 VII The Appeal to Life. 2:14–26 

 VIII The Tongues of Teachers. 3:1–12 
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 IX The True Wise Man. 3:13–18 

 X The Outer and the Inner Life. 4:1–12 

 XI God and Business. 4:13–5:6 

 XII Perseverance and Prayer. 5:7–205 

 

 

5 A. T. Robertson, Practical and Social Aspects of Christianity: The Wisdom of James (New York: George H. Doran 

Company; Hodder & Stoughton, 1915), ix. 


