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OVERVIEW OF LETTER OF JAMES1

I. What kind of literature is the Letter of James?

James is classified as one of the “general epistles” which means it is not
addressed to a particular church or person but to a general audience (in this
case, to a general audience of Jewish Christians scattered throughout the
then known world). This epistle is generally believed to be the earliest NT
writing.

The other general epistles include 1 & 2 Peter; 1, 2 & 3 John; Jude. The
original destinations of the general epistles are often uncertain and the
greetings are correspondingly general.

In this letter, James wrote in the form of a typical Jewish sermon He followed
the style of a Jewish rabbi, using illustrations from everyday life to make his
points:

• Small bits which can control and guide horses
• Rudders which steer large ships
• Small sparks that ignite a forest
• Foolishness of thinking fresh and salt water could come from the same

source or that a fig tree could bear olives

II. Who is James?

• He identified himself as “James, a bond-servant of God and of the Lord
Jesus Christ” (1:1).

• Whoever this James was, he was well known to the readers. Further, a
cursory reading of the epistle reveals that he was a man highly
esteemed among them, one who stood in a position of recognized
spiritual authority.

• This name was quite common and the NT lists at least four men named
“James”.

1. James the son of Zebedee & brother of John (Acts 12:2). This
man was the most prominent “James” in the gospels. He was
one of the “sons of thunder”, originally a fisherman with John
(his brother), along with Peter and Andrew. He became a
disciple of Jesus and was later martyred by Herod Agrippa I, as
recorded in Acts 12:2 (circa A.D. 44). There is not much chance
that this James could have written this letter (A.D. 46-49) before
he was killed, and there is no tradition arguing that he did.

1 Bible reference from 1984 NIV
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2. James the son of Alphaeus, another disciple (Matthew 10:3,
Mark 3:18, Luke 6:12-16 and Acts 1:13). Very little is known
about this James, the brother of Matthew (Levi). He was another
disciple of our Lord, but again, there is no hint that he is the one
who wrote this epistle.

3. James the father of Judas the disciple (Luke 6:16). This man is
even more obscure. Not a likely candidate.

4. James the brother of Jude & half-brother of our Lord (Matthew
13:55).
 He did not believe in the Lord at first (Jn 7:5).
 He became a disciple following the resurrection (Acts

1:14).
 He gained prominence in the church at Jerusalem (Gal

2:9).
 He was given a special message by Peter when the latter

was released from prison (Acts 12:17).
 He played an important role in the conference at

Jerusalem (Acts 15:13-33).
 He was greeted by Paul when the latter arrived at

Jerusalem (Acts 21:18-19).
 This “James, the Lord's brother” is most likely the author

of this epistle. Tradition describes James as a man of
prayer. It was said that he prayed so much, his knees
were as hard as those on a camel. This James was a
powerfully transformed man—from a sceptic of the faith
to a leading figure in the early church. He was a man who
truly walked his talk. He was martyred in A.D. 62.

III. Who were the recipients of this epistle?

• The epistle was addressed to “the twelve tribes which are scattered
abroad” (1:1). This naturally leads one to think of Jews (Acts 26:6-7)
living outside the land of Palestine. Since the Assyrian and Babylonian
captivities, many Jews were scattered throughout different nations
(Acts 2:5-11).

• Nineteen times James called them “brethren” and at least one time he
definitely means those who were brethren “in the Lord” (2:1)—i.e. they
were Jewish Christian like him.

• It appears many of these Jewish Christians were poor and oppressed.
Being Jews, they would often be rejected by the Gentiles. As Jewish
Christians, they would also be rejected by many of their own
countrymen.

• James probably wrote to these Jewish Christians from Jerusalem.

IV. What’s the purpose of this writing?

• The epistle deals with a variety of themes with an emphasis upon
practical aspects of the Christian life.
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• Some of the subjects include:
 handling trials and temptations
 practicing pure religion
 understanding the relation between faith and works
 proper use of the tongue
 display of true wisdom
 being a friend of God rather than a friend of the world
 value of humility, patience and prayer

• The purpose then is to instruct Christians concerning true and practical
religion. It is a call to be doers of the Word, manifesting a living faith
through one’s works (James 1:22).

V. What are the characteristics of the epistle?

• Authoritative. James does not hesitate to tell you what you should do.
In this brief letter of 108 verses there are 54 imperatives (commands).

• Practical. It is evident that James’ purpose is not to instruct us merely
in what to believe but in what we should do because of what we
believe.

• Relevant. The issues which James deals with are as contemporary as
today’s news!

• Jewish. Almost every subject in the letter is emphasized in the OT. The
meeting place is called the synagogue (2:2), Abraham is called their
father (2:21), God is called The Lord of Sabbaoth (5:4—only time in
NT).

• Complementing Paul. Much has been made of James’ difference from
Paul. This is simply a misunderstanding of James. This
misunderstanding stems from a failure to recognize the issues in focus
in James and Paul—they are not standing face to face fighting each
other but back to back fighting different enemies. Paul attacks the idea
that a man can be saved by works and so emphasizes faith. James
attacks the idea that faith without works is acceptable in the Christian
life. The “works” Paul attacks are those that pretend to save; the
“works” James demands are those that demonstrate salvation. The two
men are not contradictory but complementary to each other.

VI. What is the central theme of James?

This book does not speak of “justification by faith”, but of a parallel truth—i.e.
Christianity requires ethical and practical behaviour (“be doer of God’s Word
and not just hearer”—1:22; “faith without works is dead”—2:26). James
exhorts those who claim to believe in Jesus Christ to translate that belief into
practical and constructive action. He speaks of controlling the tongue, caring
for the needy, and living a righteous life.
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VII. What is the focal challenge from James?

This letter drives home the fact that there is no real division between the
spiritual and the practical. True spirituality produces practical goodness. In
God’s scheme of things, faith and deeds are inseparable.

So, we need to examine ourselves and ask God to transform us. James does
not merely emphasize being practical Christians in a real world, but more
importantly, being real Christians in a practical world. It exhorts us to present
a counter-cultural and alternative lifestyle as our witness to an unbelieving
world. Actions do speak louder than words! Christians who are different and
more loving because of what they believe are living proof of the existence of
God and of His concern for the world He created.

ILLUSTRATION: Robert G. Ingersoll was a Civil War veteran,
American political leader, and orator during the Golden Age of Free
Thought in the 1800s. He was noted for his defence of atheism.

Whenever he was delivering his lectures against Christ and the Bible,
his oratorical ability usually assured him of a large crowd. One night
after another anti-Christian speech in which he severely attacked
man’s faith in Jesus Christ, he dramatically took out his watch and said,
“I’ll give God a chance to prove that He exists. I challenge Him to strike
me dead within 5 minutes!”

First there was silence. Then people became uneasy. Some left the
hall, unable to take the tension of the occasion. One woman even
fainted. At the end of the allotted time, the atheist exclaimed derisively,
“See! There is no God. I am still very much alive!”

After the lecture a young fellow said to a Christian lady, “Well, Ingersoll
certainly proved something tonight!” Her reply was memorable. She
said, “Yes he did.” “He proved God isn’t taking orders from atheists
tonight.”

We are not atheists today. We have professed faith in Jesus Christ. But if we
don’t put our faith into action, we are like “practical atheists”—people who
believe in Christ but live as if He doesn’t matter. In fact, if we live this way, we
live as if Christ exists to serve us or take orders from us. No, when we profess
faith in Him, we live out that faith such that we affirm that we exist to serve
Him or take orders from Him.

This what James is challenging us to do—to be not just hearers of the Lord’s
Word, but doers as well. Faith without works is dead. A dead faith is worse
than no faith at all.

James challenges every believer to live a transformed life that makes a
difference for the Lord and to His glory through works of grace and goodness.
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What is one thing you know for sure that the Lord’s Word is calling you to
obey but find it difficult to live out?

Ask Him to help you take one or two concrete steps toward obedience in this
area.

VIII. Brief outline of James

A BRIEF OUTLINE OF JAMES SALUTATION (1:1)

I. TRUE RELIGION ENDURES TRIALS AND TEMPTATIONS (1:2-18)

A. WITH JOY AND PATIENCE (1:2-4)
B. WITH WISDOM FROM GOD (1:5-8)
C. WITH A PROPER PERSPECTIVE (1:9-11)
D. WITH AN UNDERSTANDING OF TEMPTATION (1:12-15)
E. WITH AN AWARENESS OF THE FATHER'S GOODNESS (1:16-18)

II. TRUE RELIGION CONSISTS OF DOING, NOT JUST HEARING (1:19-
2:26)

A. ONE SHOULD BE SWIFT TO HEAR (1:19-20)
B. ONE SHOULD NOT BE HEARERS ONLY, BUT DOERS (1:21-27)
C. ONE SHOULD NOT SHOW PERSONAL FAVORITISM (2:1¬13)
D. ONE SHOULD SHOW THEIR FAITH BY THEIR WORKS (2:14-26)

III. TRUE RELIGION DISPLAYS WISDOM, NOT JUST SPEAKING (3:1-18)

A. THE DANGER OF THE TONGUE (3:1-12)
B. THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN HEAVENLY AND EARTHLY WISDOM

(3:13-18)
IV. TRUE RELIGION BEFRIENDS GOD THROUGH HUMILITY (4:1-17)

A. HOW TO BE AN ENEMY OF GOD (4:1-6)
B. HOW TO DRAW NEAR TO GOD (4:7-17)

V. TRUE RELIGION BLESSED THROUGH PATIENCE, PRAYER AND LOVE
(5:1-20)

A. THE CURSE OF RICH OPPRESSORS (5:1-6)
B. THE BLESSING OF PATIENCE (5:7-12)
C. THE BLESSING OF PRAYER (5:13-18)
D. THE BLESSING OF LOVE FOR THE ERRING (5:19-20)


