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New Testament Epistles: James 
 
17 Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there 

is no variation or shadow due to change. 18 Of his own will he brought us forth by the word of truth, that we 
should be a kind of first-fruits of his creatures. 

 

James 1:17-18 
 

1. Historical Context: The epistle of James is listed as one of the “General Epistles”, meaning that it was 
not originally addressed to a particular congregation or person, as in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians or 
to Titus. And while we don’t know a lot about the people to whom James is writing, it is clear from the 
context that the Christians addressed in this epistle have suffered greatly. Many have been removed 
from their homes and were exiled into strange territory. Others faced physical and mortal danger. 
James writes to them to fill them with comfort as well as encouragement on how their lives are to 
reflect the holiness of Christ.  
 
In many ways, James is another Old Testament sounding book. He assumes his readers have a deep 
understanding and familiarity with OT stories, people, places, etc. James also bears similarity to the 
wisdom literature of the OT because of its instruction in the Lord’s word and ways. For this reason, it 
has often been called the Proverbs of the New Testament. James has also been called the Amos of the 
New Testament because of his care for the poor as Amos was known for in the 8th century B.C. For 
James, living wisely, or in wisdom, is living in the wisdom and love of Christ. It is not mere knowledge 
for knowledge’s sake. Rather it is wisdom that is founded on faith and trust in the Lord, and which, in 
turn, looks to the needs of the neighbor in practical ways. 

 
2. Author: James (half-brother of Jesus). See John 7:2-5; Acts 15:13ff; 1 Corinthians 15:7. Some have also 

thought James could be James the son of Alphaeus(Matt 10:3).  
 

3. Date: 
a. The letter is addressed to Jewish Christians, and has a Jewish tone, such as we see in the early 

Christian Church in Acts 1-12.  
b. Gentiles are not mentioned in James’s epistle.  
c. Most likely written before Paul’s first missionary journey and the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15. 
d. Use of the word synagogue in James 2:2 in reference to a Christian gathering. 
e. Circa A.D. 45  

 
4. Audience: To the 12 tribes in the Dispersion (1:1). Most likely Jewish Christians scattered, who were 

suffering persecution.  
 

5. Primary Theme: Baptized into God’s holy names, his holy people are called to live holy lives reflecting 
the holiness won for them in Jesus in their relationships with others. 
 

6. Purpose(s): 
a. To give wisdom to and strengthen the faith of Christian congregations scattered in the 

Dispersion among the Gentile nations. 
b. To encourage and exhort them not to lose faith. Writing to Christians struggling with questions 

of faith under persecution.  
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c. To give instruction in Christian wisdom and to promote spiritual maturity (1:2-7)  

 
7. Theological Themes: 

a. Law and Gospel in James:  
i. James teaches the unified whole of God’s moral Law.  

ii. Sinners are judged by the Law, which reveals our sin.  
iii. Faith apart from works is dead.  
iv. Therefore we should care for the poor, guard our tongues, and exercise gentleness in 

our dealings with others.  
v. God the Father is giver of all good gifts.  

vi. Christians live under the “law of liberty” which is what Christ’s death and resurrection 
have purchased for us.  

vii. We are first-fruits of God’s own making.  
viii. Mercy triumphs over judgment. 

b. God’s Holy people should lead holy lives.  
c. The relation of faith and good works.  
d. Jesus is the Power and giver of the faith that produces good works.  
e. James widely uses the OT and Hebrew ways of speaking similar to Jesus.  
f. James also echoes OT Wisdom Literature, i.e. Ecclesiastes and Proverbs 
g. James has also been called the Apostle of Faith 
h. Christian maturity through prayer and perseverance in suffering (1:2- 4)  
i. Earthly and heavenly wisdom (1:5-8; 3:13-18)  
j. The royal law/teaching of love (2:8) which is the word that regenerates (1:18), saves (1:21), 

liberates (1:25; 2:12) and gives maturity to its doers (1:22-25)  
k. The connection between faith and works (1:22-27; 2:14-26)  

 
8. Outline/Structure: 

1. Greeting: 1:1  
2. The school of faith: 1:2-2:26  

• Maturity through testing (1:2-18)  
• Hearing and doing (1:19-27)  
• Faith and snobbery (2:1-13)  
• Faith and works (2:14-26)  

3. Would-be teachers: 3:1-18  
• The power of the tongue (3:1-12)  
• Two kinds of wisdom (3:13-18)  

4. The frustration of worldliness: 4:1-5:6  
• Selfish desire (4:1-10)  
• Gossip (4:11-12)  
• False security (4:13-17)  
• Riches through exploitation (5:1-6)  

5. Christian conduct: 5:7-20  
• Patience (5:7-11).  
• Avoidance of oaths (5:12).  
• Intercessory prayer (5:13-18).  
• Pastoral care (5:19-20).  
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9. Key Passages: 
a. 1:13-18 
b. 2:8-24 
c. 3:1-12 
d. 4:1-12 
e. 4:13-18 
f. 5:7-18 

 
10. Liturgical Use: 

a. 1:1-12 – Feast of St. James of Jerusalem 
b. 1:12-18 – Lent 1 B 
c. 2:1-18 – Proper 18 B 
d. 3:1-12 – Proper 19 B 
e. 3:13-4:10 – Proper 20 B 
f. 5:7-11 – Advent 3 A 
g. 5:1-20 – Proper 21 B 

 
11. James in the New Testament/Church History:  

a.  Mark 3:21-34  
b. Mark 6:1-6  
c. Matthew 13:55  
d. John 7:1-5 
e. 1 Corinthians 15:1-7  
f. Acts 1:14  
g. Galatians 1:19  
h. Acts 12:17  
i. Galatians 2:1-12  
j. Acts 15:1-20 
k. Acts 21:18-26  
l. Eusebius records James receiving the appointment as Bishop in Jerusalem. Eusebius also 

records the history of James’ martyrdom.   
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 James 2:26, “…faith apart from works is dead.” 
 
The Spirit is crystal clear that the sort of faith in Christ that is “counted as righteousness“ (2:23), is the faith 
that bears fruit. As we know—but need ever to remember—this doesn’t mean that the “fruit” produces the 
righteousness, but that the sort of faith which is counted as righteousness will and must produce fruit. And this 
fruit is most specifically lives of increasingly Christ-like self-giving love (thus the wound in Christ’s hand in which 
the believing heart is rooted and the fruits borne by that heart are the same color in the above picture). May 
the one who grants saving faith by grace, grant us to have increasingly fruitful faith that bears witness that we 
are Christ’s disciples and so brings glory to the Father (John 15:5, 8). www.fullofeyes.com  
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 James 4:14, “…you do not know what tomorrow will bring.” 

We are all blind regarding not only the next day but the next moment…how good, like blind beggars, to cling 

to our merciful Shepherd who ordains every step, who sees clearly to the end, and who has paved the path to 

our final Joy with His own blood. www.fullofeyes.com  

 
 


