
The Epistle of James 
Background 
 
The Epistle of James is not actually a letter but a collection of sermons excerpts, 
wisdom writings, and ethical teachings.  

It begins with a salutation like a letter, but then diverts from the framework of 
ancient epistles.  It has more in common with the Hebrew Bible Books, 
Ecclesiasticus, or Proverbs, than it does to any of the New Testament epistles in 
terms of structure. 

It is written to the “The 12-Tribes” dispersed throughout the Near East.  
The book appears to be written for a Jewish-Christian audience to bring 
those who have left the Christian movement back into the church.    

 
The author of the book has been traditionally ascribed to James, the brother of Jesus 
and the leader of the Jerusalem church.  Though some ancient sources claim the 
“James” is either one of the two Disciples named James:  James, the son of Zebedee, or 
James the Lesser.   James (Jesus’ brother) was also not an apostle like James the Lesser.  
Apostolic authorship was one of the requirements for canonization.  

• Most scholars believe someone compiled the writings to create the Book of 
James.  The Greek used in the Book of James is highly stylized and formal.  
It is thought that a rural, Galilean 1st Century Jew (even a Hellenized) would 
not have possessed.  The original sayings were probably orally given in 
Aramaic or Hebrew or written in basic Greek and then “edited and 
proofed” into a higher Greek when composing the Book of James. 

  
James is a difficult book to date precisely when it was written or give a location from 
which it was written.  Some scholars date it as early as 60 CE while others argue it was 
written closer to 90-100 CE.  The book contains thirty quotes and/or allusions to sayings 
of Jesus from the Synoptic Gospels.  This knowledge of the sayings of Jesus lends to a 
belief that James was written after the circulation of Matthew, Mark, and Luke; or the 
author had access to the Q-Document which could give it an earlier date.   

Syria has been traditionally been the location of the compiling of James.  
 
The Book of James is one of the most controversial books in all the New Testament.  
The Reformer, Martin Luther, argued for its removal from the New Testament.  Many 
early Christian Leaders called it heretical.  It did not have wide appeal among Gentiles 
due to its “Jewishness.”  It did not consistently become part of early Christian Codex 
until nearly the end of the 3rd Century.   Though it was approved as New Testament 
Canon at every Council in the 4th Century. 



Themes 
1. The Book of James is set within a backdrop of “The coming of the Lord” that is 

taking longer than expected and the fledgling Christian community is beginning to 
fracture.  Many are dropping out and making “oaths” to others (Rome?). 

a. The community is experiencing “trials” of violence from outside the 
community and unethical behavior from within. 

b. James’ prescription to endure is patience grounded in Wisdom (4:17). 
 

2. The Book of James proposes the theological “ortho-praxis” (right practice) being 
the true test of one’s “ortho-doxy” (right belief).  That is the author sees Faith 
(orthodoxy) without Works (orthopraxis) being “Dead” (2:17).   

a. “Dead” in the theological sense is the opposite of living in the resurrected 
life of Christ.  

b. “Works” does not mean keeping kosher, being circumcised, or other Jewish 
rituals, but rather living by “fulfilling the royal law” (2:8).  

c. “Faith” and “Works” are linked as one expression of the Christian life (2:18) 
 

3. The Book of James has some of the sternest condemnations of the unethical 
practices of the wealthy and for any community that does not show compassion 
and kindness toward the poor in the New Testament. 

a. The Book of James does not condemn the accumulation of wealth itself per 
se, but the author certainly condemns unethical means of acquiring wealth 
(5:4). 

b. The hypocrisy of a community that lauds the wealthy and marginalizes the 
poor is seen as sinning in the eyes of God by disobeying the Law (2:1, 2:13). 

 
4. A Prayer of Communal Confession is cited as a powerful spiritual tool within the 

community to heal and bring people back together in love.  Confession is not 
about judging people of their “sins” but a spiritual device applied to “remove” 
allowing the persons/people back into full communion with the community. 

a. Confession is an act of humility before God is seen as a harbinger of God’s 
grace (4:10).  No one ought to judge others of their behaviors and sins 
(4:13) 

b. Wrong-doing and sin is based on our cravings (did “James” also have the 
teachings of the Buddha when writing this?) 

 
5. The Book ends with two practices that the Christian Community ought to enact: 

pray for those who are suffering and “bring back those who have wandered off”.   


