
A Commentary on
The Epistle of James





A Commentary on

The Epistle of 
James

Q
by

Tim Hegg

TorahResource
Tacoma WA



©2020 TorahResource
All rights reserved
TorahResource.com

Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations from the New American 
Standard Bible are © 1995 The Lockman Foundation: All rights re-
served and are used by permission.

ISBN: 978-0-9979822-6-8



v



vi



vii

Table of Contents



viii



ix

Commentary Bibliography



x



1

Introduction
 The Epistle of James is the first of the “general Epistles,”1 so called 
because these epistles lack a specific address to a community within a 
given location. Since the “general Epistles” are not identified as being 
sent to a specific region or community of believers, it is more difficult 
to reconstruct the historical background and/or situations to which 
these epistles belong. Yet, when studied carefully, they bear the stamp 
of authenticity and of being the work of divine inspiration.
 That the general Epistles do not contain information as to their spe-
cific recipients, this gave rise to speculation of some of the early church 
fathers as to whether they should be received as Scripture or not. This 
was true of the Epistle of James, for besides having no designated des-
tination to which the epistle was sent, there were questions about who 
the author actually was. 
 Though Origen (184–253 CE) is sometimes interpreted as having 
some doubt about the canonicity of James because of a comment he 
made in his Commentary on John,2 such doubt seems ill-founded since 
on numerous occasions he cites the Epistle of James as Scripture and 
does so without hesitation.3 The fact that James is not listed in the Mu-
ratorian Canon should not be given too much weight, for neither are 
Hebrews or the Petrine Epistles, but this may well be simply because 
the text of the Muratorian Canon, as we now have it, is in a corrupt 
state itself.4 
 Eusebius (263–339 CE) does class James among the Antilegomena 
(“spoken against”), those writings which were considered by some as 
“disputed books,” but he also cites it as though it is genuine Scripture.5 
Moreover, even though there were strong debates about the canonicity 

1 The “general Epistles” are also referred to as the “Catholic Epistles,” but 
this is not to be confused with the “Roman Catholic Church” but rather 
utilizing the word “catholic” in its primary sense, that is, “universal.” 
The General Epistles include: James, 1 & 2 Peter, 1John, and Jude. (Some 
would also include 2 & 3 John.)

2 ως εν τη φερομενη Ιακωβου επιστολη ενεγνωμεν “…as in the supposed epistle 
of James we inquire….” (Commentary on John 19:6)

3 Cf. Ad Rom. 4.1 and Hom. in Lev. 2.4. See also Hom. in Josh. 7.1. (Taken 
from Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (IVP, 1970), p. 737, n. 2.

4 Ibid.
5 Ibid., note 3.
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of some of the general epistles, including James, the reality is that those 
epistles which unmistakably bore the essence of inspiration were, by 
God’s sovereign providence, widely accepted by the believing commu-
nity as having the true marks of the inspired word of God. We most 
certainly must hold the Epistle of James as being divinely inspired 
scripture.

Authorship
 One of the issues that caused the Epistle of James to be questioned 
was the sure identity of the author, for James (Ἰάκωβον, iakōbon) was a 
common name among the Jewish people of the 1st century. Most schol-
ars take the author of our epistle to be “James the brother of Yeshua,” 
on the basis of Paul’s words in Galatians 1:18–19.

Then three years later I went up to Jerusalem to become ac-
quainted with Cephas, and stayed with him fifteen days. But 
I did not see any other of the apostles except James, the Lord’s 
brother. (Gal 1:18–19)

 One might wonder why he did not see the rest of the Twelve. The 
answer may be either that they were not in Jerusalem at the time, or 
that they avoided him, still fearing that he was intent upon persecuting 
The Way (cf. Acts 9:26). On the other hand, Paul may have been “sheep-
ish” about meeting the rest, for his former actions against them were 
still too current in the memory of the sect, and he may have purpose-
fully avoided them.
 That James is referred to as “the Lord’s brother” is a clear indication 
that this had become a well used adjective describing James. A recent 
ossuary was discovered on which is inscribed “Ya’acov, son of Yosef, 
brother of Yeshua” and may therefore offer additional credibility that 
“James the brother of Yeshua” had become a common way of identify-
ing the author of our epistle.1 When Paul identifies James as “the Lord’s 
brother,” he uses the word “Lord,” (κύριος, kurios) as a well-known title 
referring specifically to Yeshua.
 Further, in Mark 6:3, when referring to the brothers of Yeshua, James 

1 See Biblical Archaeological Review, Nov/Dec 2002. Subsequent debate over 
the authenticity of this find has, for some, drawn a shadow over its 
usefulness. However, some scholars still maintain its authenticity, and 
have good reason to do so. See Craig A. Evans, Jesus and the Ossuaries 
(Baylor Press, 2003), pp. 112–22.
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is mentioned first in the list which might indicate that he was the next 
born after Yeshua. While some (particularly Roman Catholic scholars) 
would teach that James and the others mentioned were sons of Joseph 
from a previous marriage, there is no hint anywhere in the Apostolic 
Writings that James and the others in Mark 6:3 were anything other 
than legally full brothers of Yeshua, being the children of Joseph and 
Mary.
 James apparently was unsympathetic to his brother’s messianic 
claims in the years previous to Yeshua’s crucifixion (Mark 3:21, 31-5; 
John 7:5), but the fact that he was among the first witnesses of the resur-
rection (1Cor 15:7) and named among the disciples following the resur-
rection (Acts 1:13) indicates that James had come to believe that Yeshua 
was, indeed, the Messiah promised by Israel’s prophets. And by the 
time of the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15), James occupied the office of 
one of the primary leaders in the Jerusalem community of The Way. 
 Even though the identity of the author of our epistle has been hotly 
debated down through the centuries and even continues to be debated 
by some, the majority of evangelical scholars agree that the author of 
our Epistle is James the brother of Yeshua. After exploring the issue in 
depth (nearly 20 pages), Guthrie gives this conclusion:

It would seem preferable to incline to the traditional view 
on the principle that the tradition has a right to stand until 
proved wrong. Although some of the arguments for alterna-
tive views are strong, yet none of these views has any better 
claim to credibility than the tradition. In these circumstances 
the authorship of James, the Lord’s brother, must still be con-
sidered more probable than any rival.1

And Tasker agrees:

The tradition that became established in the Church that 
the Epistle was not only apostolic but should be attributed 
to James, the head of the Early Church at Jerusalem, ought 
undoubtedly to be accepted as true. Not only is it incapable of 
being scientifically disproved, but it has much intrinsic prob-
ability.2 

1 Guthrie, New Testament Introduction, p. 758.
2 R. V. G. Tasker, The General Epistle of James in Tyndale New Testament 

Commentaries (Eerdmans, 1975), p. 21.
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 The English name “James” is not a direct transliteration of the Greek, 
Ιάκωβ, Iakōb, which is itself a transliteration of Hebrew ַיֲעקֹב, ya’aqob, “Ja-
cob.” How, then, did the author of our Epistle come to be called “James” 
rather than “Jacob.” While there are many answers one can find to this 
question, the answer almost certainly lies in the various ways the He-
brew “Jacob” was vocalized by early languages which are the ancestry 
languages of English. These languages, overlaid upon Latin as well as 
other base languages, vocalized the Hebrew name Ya’acov in various 
ways. According to some, “Jacob” and “James” come out of the matrix 
of these earlier languages, with “Jacob” following the French/Norman 
tradition (e.g., Jacobin) and “James” following the Anglo-Saxon tradi-
tion. So when the KJV translators did their work, it may well have been 
that “James” was already embedded as a traditional way to pronounce 
the name “Jacob.”  The story that is often heard, that “James” was cho-
sen to honor “King James,” is devoid of historical evidence.
 The important thing to note is that our author’s name is originally 
derived from the Hebrew name Ya’akov, the name which became “Is-
rael” and thus the “father” of the twelve tribes to which this epistle is 
addressed.
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Outline of the Epistle

I. Salutation (1:1)

II. The Character of Saving Faith (1:2–11)
A. In testing; in training; in the fruit of perseverance (1:2–4)
B. In a life of prayer for wisdom and guidance (1:5–8)
C. In living out the unity within the body of Yeshua (1:9–11

III. The Promise of God in the Gospel (1:12–17)
A. For faithful enduring against temptations (1:12–21)
B. For Living out the truth of the Gospel (1:22–27)

1. Living as who we are in Yeshua, i.e., as true believers, not just 
hearers of the truth but doers of the truth.

2. As seen by our conversations, the control of the tongue.
IV. The Believer’s Life (2:1–26)

A. Showing true compassion to all, based upon the truth, not 
upon cultural norms. (2:1–13)

B. True faith is expressed in actions that please God (2:14–26)

V. Serving Each Other in the Believing Community (3:1–18)
A. Teachers must be proven before teaching (3:1)
B. The power of the tongue for good or evil (3:2–12)
C. A believer is known by the fruitful peace of true wisdom, not by 

self-centered ambitions causing strife and division. (3:13–18)

VI. Love of the World and Love of God Contrasted (4:1–10)
A. Love of the world is to be at enmity with God (4:1–5)
B.  The believer shows his or her love for God by submitting to 

Him and seeking to love Him in word and deed (4:6–10)

VII. Warnings to be Heeded (4:11–17)
A. Against engaging in lashon hara, gossip or slander (4:11–12)
B. Against living as though we control the future (4:13–17)

VIII. Final Exhortations (5:1–20)
A. Judgment of the faithless rich (5:1–6)
B. Persevering patience: Yeshua may soon return (5:7–11)
C. Do not take false oaths: do that which you promise (5:12)
D. Community service: serving each other in truth (5:13–18)
E. Guarding each other in order to strengthen each one’s faith in 

Yeshua (5:19–20)
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Chapter One
commentary

1 – James, a bond-servant of God and of the Lord Yeshua Messiah, to 
the twelve tribes who are dispersed abroad: Greetings.

 As noted in the Introduction, the name “James” most likely came 
into the English language as a blending of pronunciations for the He-
brew name Ya’akov (Jacob). The Greek Ιάκωβ, Iakōb in our text clearly 
links to the patriarch whose name became synonymous with “Israel,” 
for that was the name given to Jacob by God Himself (Gen 32:28). 
 That the epistle is addressed to the “twelve tribes” is therefore per-
fectly fitting for an author whose name was Iakōb. But as we read the 
inspired words of this epistle, we recognize that when James addresses 
himself to the “twelve tribes,” he is not limiting his words specifically 
to only a Jewish audience. For by the time of the Apostles, it was al-
ready known that the Abrahamic covenant promised God’s blessing 
upon “all nations,” not just the chosen nation of Israel. It seems highly 
likely, then, that in this opening verse James is emphasizing God’s plan 
to graft into the believing remnant of Israel the elect from the nations 
whom God has chosen to save, just as Paul teaches in his epistle to the 
Romans (11:17–24). Here, once again, we see the plan of God, revealed 
at the very beginning of the Scriptures, is at the heart of the Apostolic 
Scriptures. For the faithfulness of God to His promise is shown when 
both Jew and Gentile are gathered together into one body, being bless-
ed as equal participants in the eternal salvation secured for them by the 
saving work of Yeshua Himself.
 The word order of the Greek in the first phrase of this opening verse 
is interesting because it is not what one might expect. It is Ἰάκωβος θεοῦ 
καὶ κυρίου Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ δοῦλος, which literally would be: “James, of God 
and the Lord Yeshua Messiah, a slave.” What this word order empha-
sizes   is the One to whom James was a slave, i.e., that he was fully giv-
en to serve the Almighty. The point is this: while he clearly identifies 
himself as a slave, the primary emphasis is on the One he serves, not on 
himself. For he puts “slave” as last in the clause giving the first place to  
“God and the Lord Yeshua Messiah.” Thus, from the very beginning of 
the epistle, even in this nuanced method, James intends to show that if 
we are all to be servants of the Most High, He must receive first place 
in all aspects of our life. As Paul writes:
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He [Yeshua] is also head of the body, the ekklesia; and He is the 
beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that He Himself 
will come to have first place in everything. (Col 1:18)

 But we must also emphasize that from the very beginning, James is 
identifying himself as a “bond servant of God and of the Lord Yeshua 
Messiah.” If, as we have suggested in the Introduction, this James is, in 
fact, the brother of Yeshua, we hear a remarkable confession from him. 
For according to John’s Gospel, early on Yeshua’s brothers were not con-
vinced that He was, in fact, the promised Messiah.

After these things Yeshua was walking in Galilee, for He was 
unwilling to walk in Judea because the Jews were seeking to 
kill Him. Now the feast of the Jews, the Feast of Booths, was 
near. Therefore His brothers said to Him, “Leave here and go 
into Judea, so that Your disciples also may see Your works 
which You are doing. for no one does anything in secret when 
he himself seeks to be known publicly. If You do these things, 
show Yourself to the world.” For not even His brothers were 
believing in Him. (John 7:1–5)

 What was it, then, that convinced James that Yeshua was, in fact, the 
promised Messiah? Surely it was the work of the Ruach opening His 
eyes and heart to the truth, but it seems very likely that the primary 
event that brought James to be a “bond-servant of the Lord Yeshua” 
was our Lord’s resurrection from the dead. For Paul gives us this his-
torical record in 1Corinthians.
 

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also re-
ceived, that Messiah died for our sins according to the Scrip-
tures, and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the 
third day according to the Scriptures, and that He appeared 
to Cephas, then to the twelve. After that He appeared to more 
than five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom remain 
until now, but some have fallen asleep; then He appeared to 
James, then to all the apostles; (1Cor 15:3–7)

 Though the wonder of Yeshua’s incarnation remained to one extent 
a mystery to all who lived at that time, the truth of His resurrection on 
the third day could not be dismissed. Did James, the brother of Yeshua, 
believe in the coming Messiah? It would seem that he did. But did he 
identify the promised Messiah as his brother, Yeshua? It seems very 
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likely that this occurred at the time of Yeshua’s crucifixion and His 
triumphant resurrection. And so it is with all who believe. The resur-
rection of Yeshua forever seals the reality that He is the promised One, 
that He is the Son of God, and that He alone is the Savior of sinners.1

 Thus James, who being carried along by the Ruach HaKodesh (2Pet 
1:21) wrote this epistle, identifies himself as one together with every 
true believer, for all who are truly in Yeshua have an ongoing com-
mitment to serve the Lord Yeshua Messiah with all of one’s life. As we 
study this epistle, then, we will see how strongly James calls each one 
of us to be a bond servant of Yeshua, and in doing so, he identifies with 
us as one who practices what he preaches.
 …to the twelve tribes who are dispersed abroad: – While there ultimately 
were 13 tribes when the tribe of Joseph was divided into Ephraim and 
Menasseh, the common usage of “twelve tribes” traditionally designat-
ed the fullness of the Israelite people descended from “Jacob and the 
twelve patriarchs.”2 Here James uses this same broad label to identify 
the believing remnant of Israel that has been enlarged by the ingather-
ing of believers in Yeshua from the nations. We also see that the rem-
nant of Israel, i.e., the true believers from the twelve tribes, have not 
lost their identity as Israel, nor are their tribal identities lost. Moreover, 
the very fact that Yeshua chose twelve Apostles shows that His mission 
was to bring to Himself the believing remnant of the twelve tribes en-
larged by those grafted in from the nations. Israel is never forgotten in 
God’s saving work.

And Yeshua said to them, “Truly I say to you, that you who 
have followed Me, in the regeneration when the Son of Man 
will sit on His glorious throne, you also shall sit upon twelve 
thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. (Matt 19:28)

 … Greetings. The Greek χαίρειν (xairein) is an infinitive which could 
be understood to mean “for well-being” or more commonly, “may it be 
well with you.” It was a common greeting, and we find the same greet-
ing used in the Apostolic letter sent out by the Jerusalem Council under 
the leadership of James as recorded in Acts 15:23.

…and they sent this letter by them, “The apostles and the 
brethren who are elders, to the brethren in Antioch and Syria 
and Cilicia who are from the Gentiles, greetings.” (Acts 15:23)

1 Cf. Acts 13:32-33; Rom 1:1-4; Phil 3:10; 
2 Cf. Acts 7:8; compare Ex 24:4; 28:21; 36:21; Josh 4:5; Ezek 47:13.
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 The use of the Greek xairō as a standard way of giving a friendly 
greeting in the ancient Greek world, is based upon the general meaning 
of the word: “to be in a state of happiness and well-being, to rejoice, to 
be glad.”1 Used here as a greeting, it portrays the author’s desire that 
his letter would find its recipients in a state of wellness and joy.
 Thus, the greeting itself has a clear connection to the opening ex-
hortation of the epistle in the next verse, which likewise speaks of “joy.”

2–3 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various tri-
als, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance.

 The opening command, “Consider,” translates the Greek imperative 
ἡγήσασθε (hēgēsasthe) from the verb ἂγω (agō) which carries a basic mean-
ing “to direct the movement of an object from one position to another” 
or “to lead or encourage” in a particular direction. This exact form of 
the verb agō2 is found only here in the Apostolic Scriptures. Thus, in 
these opening words, James immediately is teaching us that we must 
know and affirm the truth as it has been given to us by God Himself, 
through the Incarnate Word Yeshua, and in the inspired, written word, 
the Scriptures. We must take our daily experiences, including the trials 
we encounter, and understand them in light of what God has said and 
the eternal salvation He has procured for all those who are His through 
faith in Messiah Yeshua. We must commit ourselves to viewing all of 
life through the lens of what God has said is true.
 At the very beginning of our Epistle, we encounter our author ad-
monishing us to find joy in trials, which seems shocking at first. Did 
not Yeshua teach His disciples (and us) to pray for deliverance from 
trials? Indeed, the last request of the Disciples Prayer is this:
 

And do not lead us into testing, but deliver us from evil. (Matt 
6:13)

 Granted, the traditional translations of the prayer (Matt 6:9–13; Lk 
11:2–4) have the last request this way:

And do not lead us into temptation, but deliver us from evil. 
(Matt 6:13)

But it should be stated that the Greek word translated “temptation” 

1 BDAG, “χαίρω,” p. 1074.
2 2nd person pl. aorist middle imperative
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(πειρασμός, peirasmos) in the common English translations of the “Lord’s 
Prayer,” has as its primary sense that of “a test” or “a trial” and only 
secondarily that of a “temptation” or an “enticement.” And this is the 
same word that is used by James in our text when he writes about our 
encountering “various trials.”
 That various modern English versions of the Bible have it correct 
by using the word “trials” in our verse is strengthened by what James 
will teach us later on in this first chapter, namely, that when a believer 
is tempted to engage in that which is sinful, they should know that 
such temptation is not something from God but from one’s own sinful 
nature.

Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by 
God”; for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself 
does not tempt anyone. But each one is tempted when he is 
carried away and enticed by his own lust. (James 1:13–14) 

Therefore, when Yeshua gave his disciples a “model” for their prayers, 
He did not teach them and us to pray “And do not lead us into temp-
tation,” for we take it as an essential truth that God tempts no one and 
does not lead anyone into temptation. Rather, the prayer He taught is 
this, “And do not lead us into testing, but deliver us from evil.” How 
then are we to reconcile this with what James is teaching?
 Historically this opening exhortation of James has, by some, been 
entirely misinterpreted, for on the basis of this verse they have taught 
that “suffering should be a part of an authentic Christian experience.”1 
Clearly James is not teaching us here that the mark of a true believer 
is that he or she is constantly suffering. Rather, these inspired words 
of James are given to us so that we might be encouraged to exercise a 
growing faith in the face of trials when they are encountered.
 How then, are we to understand both the text of James as well as 
the admonition of Yeshua Himself, that we pray not to be led into times 
of testing? The first important clue to the proper interpretation of our 
text is the use of “various” in the phrase “when you encounter vari-
ous trials.” The Greek word translated as “various” is ποικίλος (poikilos) 
which helps us understand that James is referring to trials of all kinds 
as experienced in this fallen world. These can be external trials, which 
come to us from circumstances entirely out of our control, or they can 

1 See Allision, James in the International Critical Commentary (Bloomsbury, 
2013), p. 136.
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be internal trials, the things we deal with personally as a result of our 
own decisions and even our own weaknesses and sinful flesh.
 It appears that the request in the “Lord’s prayer” may pertain par-
ticularly with times of testing that are the work of the evil one, for the 
concluding phrase in the “prayer” is “but deliver us from evil.” To put 
it in a positive sense, we are admonished by our Savior to consistently 
pray for His strength in overcoming the schemes of Satan and for pro-
tection against his evil schemes. In other words, to pray as the Lord 
instructed us to pray is constantly to remind ourselves that the victory 
over the evil one is gained through the strength He provides and not 
by our own strength.

I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me and 
I in him, he bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do 
nothing. (Jn 15:5)

 James admonishes us to “consider it all joy,” that is, as we encounter 
the trials of life, we are constantly to be reminded that such trials offer 
the believer yet another opportunity to prove the genuineness of his or 
her faith. For the ultimate proof of God’s saving power is that the child 
of God is enabled to persevere through the trial, not only with their 
faith in tact, but also with their faith strengthened. Perseverance is the 
ultimate and final proof of saving faith.
 … knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. Surely 
the trials we encounter in this fallen world and in the battle we wage 
against our own sinful flesh, put our faith to the test. We sometimes 
may question whether our faith is genuine or if we’re just “playing reli-
gion” and do not possess the reality of saving faith in Yeshua. Yet James 
gives us the necessary key in the opening word of this phrase, the word 
“knowing.” The Greek has the word “knowing” as a present participle, 
which indicates that this is to be the normal, ongoing characteristic of 
the believer in Yeshua. We have come to confess the truth about Yeshua 
and about our utter need of His saving grace, and we also have come to 
affirm that

faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of 
things not seen (Heb 11:1).

 Here, once again, we see the utter importance of reading, studying, 
knowing, and applying God’s word, the Scriptures, to our lives and to 
our current situations, for this is to be that which characterizes the true 
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believer in Yeshua. The truth of God and all that He has done for us is 
the constant “spiritual food” by which our souls are nourished.
 When we face trials, we must be prepared with the armor of God 
and especially the “sword of the Spirit which is the word of God” (Eph 
6:10–17). To the utter necessity of knowing and applying the Scriptures, 
Paul adds:

With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit, and 
with this in view, be on the alert with all perseverance and 
petition for all the saints…. (Eph 6:18)

James likewise will admonish us in the matter of prayer in vv. 5–8 of 
our chapter. Thus, knowing the truth and seeking God to supply us 
with the spiritual strength to live the truth, always go hand-in-hand.
 It is a very sad thing that in our modern times, the so-called “Pros-
perity Gospel” has become the common message of some of the most 
popular “Bible Teachers” of our times. They are teaching that if a per-
son has genuine faith in Jesus, their lives will be essentially free from 
trials and all will be wealth and happiness. Obviously, the message of 
James (and the Scriptures as a whole) is entirely opposite. Our new life 
in Yeshua does not isolate us from the trials of this fallen world, but by 
His strength and the power of the indwelling Spirit, we are enabled to 
face the trials of life, to persevere, and thus to gain the victory. Surely 
a great part of our strength is knowing and affirming what God has 
promised, namely, that when our faith is tested through such trials, we 
gain spiritual strength that produces endurance.
 Furthermore, as we bear up under trials and proceed victoriously 
through them, we do so by having the goal of our faith well in mind, 
namely, that our lives should forever give glory and honor to the One 
Who has saved us. For He has redeemed us to Himself for all eternity, 
and one day we will see Him face-to-face. And then we will forever be 
with the Lord. Knowing this to be a reality is the means by which we 
are enabled to comfort one another in the midst of this world’s trials.

For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, 
with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet of God, 
and the dead in Messiah will rise first. Then we who are 
alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the 
clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always 
be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one another with these 
words. (1Thess 4:16–18)
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 Knowing the truth and living it out through the strength provided 
by the Ruach, we grow in our spiritual strength to endure the trials as 
they are encountered. We see this principle illustrated in our physical 
world, for the runner who seeks to win the race must train by running 
so as to strengthen his body to endure the race. Indeed, the life of faith 
is characterized by the author of Hebrews as a race in which we must 
have endurance but also must have our eyes upon the goal.

Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so great 
a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin 
which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the 
race that is set before us, looking unto Yeshua the author and 
finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was set before him 
endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at 
the right hand of the throne of God. (Heb 12:1–2)

 The Greek word translated “endurance” in our text is instructive. It 
is ὑπομονή, hupomonē, which literally has the sense of “to remain under.” 
The word may have been constructed from the common occurrence of 
a person bearing a heavy load upon his or her shoulders, and the ability 
to remain under the load and to carry the burden to its intended desti-
nation was picturesque of what it means to “endure.” Thus, endurance 
in our text means “not giving up” but maintaining what one knows to 
be true and committing oneself to living in accordance with the truth 
even when the burden (the trial) is difficult to bear.
 And how does this bring inner joy, a joy that one can only explain 
when persevering through a trial by God’s grace? It brings the settled 
reality that God is faithful to His word, and that once again He has 
given the strength and ability to His own so that they are enabled to 
maintain through the trial with their hope and faith strengthened. In 
short, once the trial has been overcome, the child of God is even more 
sure of being “in Messiah” and forever a child of the King.
 One commentary has summed it up this way:

God stands behind every trial and test. He wants us to know 
this by experience, so that we not only see his hand but also 
feel it. We place our hand in the hand of God. Then, in ev-
ery adversity that we face, we keep our trust in our heaven-
ly Father, for we know that he sends us these trials to test 
our faith. We believe that he is in complete control of every 
situation. And God gives us exactly what we need: joys and 
sorrows, trials and triumphs. An Arabic proverb succinctly 
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states, “Sunshine alone creates deserts.” Consider it pure joy 
when dark clouds gather above your head; they will give you 
showers of blessings. These showers cause your life of faith to 
develop and grow.1 

4 – And let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be per-
fect and complete, lacking in nothing.

 The previous verse ends with the word “endurance” (hupomonē) and 
our verse begins with the same word and the NASB has signaled this 
by using the English “endurance” in both instances. How does “endur-
ance” prove itself to be, in fact, “endurance?” The answer is obvious: 
by not giving up but by bearing under the weight of the trial and thus 
continuing, even within the trial, to show forth the power of God to 
enable the child of God to persevere.
 Personifying “endurance,” James instruct us that we are to give en-
durance its “perfect result.” The word “perfect” (τέλειος, teleios) carries 
the primary sense of “complete” or “whole,” i.e., “fully developed.” 
Endurance, in whatever realm we may envision it, is only what it is 
suppose to be when the event is completed. The point is obvious: “en-
durance” does not “give up” or “fail to finish the race.” Thus, when 
“endurance” is all that it, by definition, actually is, the trial is borne and 
completed. In the NASB, the word “result” is actually the Greek word 
“work” (ἔργον, ergon). “Endurance” is defined as “completing the task.”
 In the final phrase of this verse, it is the believer who demonstrates 
the life of endurance, whose life is more and more conformed to the 
very will of God Who is “bringing many sons to glory,” for Yeshua 
stands as the ultimate example of “endurance” and it is through His 
victory that all who are “in Him” will likewise endure to the end.

For it was fitting for Him, for whom are all things, and 
through whom are all things, in bringing many sons to glo-
ry, to perfect the author of their salvation through sufferings. 
(Heb 2:10)

 …so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. – The same 
Greek word is used, translated “perfect,” as was used in the first clause 
of the verse and carries the same sense of “mature,”  and thus made 
clear by the added words, “complete, lacking in nothing.” The Greek 

1 Simon J. Kistemaker, James in New Testament Commentary (Baker, 1986) , p. 
33.
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word translated “complete” is ὁλόκληρος (holoklēros) which carries the 
sense of “complete, undamaged, intact” and portrays the picture of a 
runner who has completed the race without losing anything.
 There are those who have interpreted this verse as teaching “sinless 
perfectionism,” i.e., that the believer is enabled to come to a state of ma-
turity in which they would never sin again. But that is not what James 
is teaching. He is instructing us about living with our eyes upon Yesh-
ua and upon the goal of eternity, and in so doing, persevering through 
whatever trials may come our way, so as to be living testimonies of 
God’s greatness and of the salvation that has been won for us through 
the work of Yeshua Himself. Surely in the process we become more and 
more like Messiah and are thereby enabled to increasingly put to death 
the deeds of the flesh and to grow in practical righteousness. But it is 
only when mortal will have put on immortality that we will no longer 
have the sin nature and will be fully restored to be fully righteous in all 
of our being.

5 – But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to 
all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him.

 This admonition of James is connected to the previous verses, and 
particularly to the opening imperative to “consider it all joy when you 
encounter various trials.” As noted above, the ability to actually con-
sider it joy when undergoing various trials is based upon true, spir-
itual knowledge, for the text continues “knowing that the testing of 
your faith produces endurance….” Such knowledge needed to perse-
vere through trials is therefore the wisdom that is only obtainable from 
God. For it is only by knowing God through faith in Yeshua and ac-
cepting His revealed word as true and right, that one is enabled, by the 
power of the Ruach HaKodesh, to endure trials as the means by which 
God builds spiritual strength in His people.
 Wisdom is the proper application of knowledge, and particularly 
the skill to make sound judgments and in this context, the divinely 
given ability to live in a way that gives glory to God, and especially in 
times of testing.1 While such wisdom can be learned from other more 
mature believers, the ultimate source of such wisdom is God Himself. 
 When James writes “If any of you lack wisdom,” his words are not 
to be understood as though there are some who do not lack wisdom. 

1 James will develop this theme more in chapter 3, and particularly in 
3:13–18.
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Granted, those believers who are more mature in the faith surely have 
gained wisdom that new believers may lack. But the true mark of those 
who have spiritual maturity are that they recognize their own need for 
further wisdom when encountering trials.
 The first step, then, is for the individual to recognize that he or she 
lacks wisdom in regard to enduring the current trial for God’s pur-
poses. If a person thinks they have nothing to learn when trials come, 
they will fail to seek God’s perspective in difficult times. Isaiah groups 
being “self-centered” together with other ungodly characteristics:

Woe to those who call evil good, and good evil; Who substi-
tute darkness for light and light for darkness;  Who substitute 
bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter! Woe to those who are 
wise in their own eyes and clever in their own sight! Woe 
to those who are heroes in drinking wine and valiant men 
in mixing strong drink, who justify the wicked for a bribe, 
and take away the rights of the ones who are in the right! (Is 
5:20–23)

And Solomon also warns:

 Do not be wise in your own eyes; 
 Fear AdonAi and turn away from evil. (Prov 3:7)

 We see, then, that humility, or meekness, is a necessary fruit of the 
Ruach. In Gal 5:22–23, Paul write:

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kind-
ness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against 
such things there is no law. (Gal 5:22–23)

The Greek word translated “gentleness” is πραΰτης (prautēs) which has 
as it primary sense “the quality of not being overly impressed by a 
sense of one’s self-importance.”1 Thus, the fruit of the Spirit in the be-
liever’s life will be seen in a genuine humility that comes from living 
a life submitted to God and to His ways. This means that as one is led 
by the Spirit, calling upon God for wisdom will be a regular aspect of 
life in Him. Such wisdom granted by God enables the believer to be 
strengthened to affirm this truth: our heavenly Father will only allow 
trials to come upon us which have as their purpose to build endurance 

1 BDAG, “πραΰτης,” p. 861.
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in our faith and for which He will give the necessary strength to en-
dure. This is what is promised in Paul’s first epistle to the Corinthians, 
a text that uses the same word-group (πειρασμός, peirasmos; “trial, test-
ing,” πειράζω, peirazō, “to put to the test”) as James used in 1:2. Remem-
ber that this word carries a primary sense of “trial” or “testing,” and 
only secondarily that of “temptation” or “to tempt.” With this in mind, 
consider 1Cor 10:13 – 

No trial has overtaken you but such as is common to man; 
and God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tested be-
yond what you are able, but with the trial will provide the 
way of escape also, so that you will be able to endure it. (1Cor 
10:13)

Thus Paul uses the same language as James, that God will always give 
His children the spiritual strength that is necessary to endure the trials 
that come upon them. For He hears our prayers and is faithful to save 
us in the time of trial.
 …let him ask of God – The Greek is actually a 3rd person imperative 
(command), traditionally translated “let him ask.” However, the lan-
guage James uses here is not suggesting that “asking God” is one of 
several options available to the believer who is under various trials. 
Rather he is telling us that the believer must ask God for wisdom if he 
or she is to be enabled to endure the trial as divinely intended. Such 
endurance comes from the spiritual wisdom divinely granted, which 
fortifies ones faith in God to give the necessary strength to endure the 
trial. And all of this ultimately accrues to the glory and majesty of God.
 …Who gives to all generously – Here we see the glorious attributes of 
the God we worship and serve, Who is the loving Father of all who are 
His children. The first important truth is in the phrase “He gives to all.” 
This means that all of those who have been adopted as children into 
His family (Eph 1:5) have equal standing before Him, for they each have 
been purchased with the same price, the “precious blood of Yeshua.” 

… knowing that you were not redeemed with perishable 
things like silver or gold from your futile way of life inher-
ited from your forefathers, but with precious blood, as of a 
lamb unblemished and spotless, the blood of Messiah. (1Pet 
1:18–19)

 Second is the fact that when God gives wisdom, strength, and faith 
to endure the trial, He does so “generously” (ἁπλῶς, haplōs). The Greek 
word carries the sense of “without reservation” or “without having 
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second thoughts.” The point is clear: when the child of God comes to 
Him seeking help and strength in the time of trial, God is always ready 
and willing to immediately give wisdom and understanding, which in 
turn gives settled assurance to the child of God, allowing them to lay 
hold of God’s promises and to have obtained the strength to endure 
the trial. The emphasis of the word “generously” is that God is always 
ready to give and does not have to be coerced in any way to come to the 
aid of His children, for they are precious in His sight.
 …and without reproach – The Greek word translated “without reproach” 
(ὀνειδίζω, oneidizō) often carries the sense of “to insult” or “to find fault.”  
The point is clear: when the believer seeks to obtain wisdom from God, 
He never responds by pointing out the faults of the one who has come 
seeking help. This extols the attribute of God’s love. He is a loving, car-
ing Father, for the ultimate expression of His love is in the very fact that 
He sent His Son to redeem all whom He had chosen to be His. As one 
author puts it:

When we ask God for wisdom, we need not be afraid that 
he will express displeasure or will utter reproach. When we 
come to him in childlike faith, he will never send us away 
empty. We have the assurance that when we ask for wisdom, 
it “will be given” to us. God never fails the one who asks in 
faith.1

 … and it will be given to him. – Here is the very promise of God, for-
ever put forth in the Scriptures, which cannot be broken,2 that when the 
child of God approaches Him requesting wisdom to affirm the truth 
and does so in faith, the wisdom will always be given. God does not 
hold back the wisdom His children need. And when the wisdom is 
granted through the in-working of the Spirit, the child of God knows 
for certain that all is in the control of God to bring about His all-wise 
design and purposes. What is more, the strength to endure the trial 
accompanies the wisdom He gives.
 
6 – But he must ask in faith without any doubting, for the one who 
doubts is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind.

 This promise of God, that He is ready and willing to give His 

1 Kistemaker, James, p. 38.
2 Ps 119:89; Jn 10:35.
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wisdom to those who ask, is a promise that belongs only to those who 
are truly His by faith in His Son, Yeshua. As James has already made 
clear, he is writing to those who are believers, for he begins his epistle 
by addressing his readers as “brethren” whose “faith” is being tested. 
 Here we see the primary characteristic of true believers, that they 
have exercised the gift of faith given to them by God. Surely genuine 
believers in Yeshua may at times grow weak in faith but the reality of 
their standing in grace is that they inevitably overcome the weakness 
and once again grow stronger in their faith, affirming what they know 
to be true and rejecting the lies of the enemy and the world that stand 
against the truth of God.
 What James means in this text is that the mark of the true believer 
is that in the overall aspect of their life, there are true marks of faith 
and conforming one’s life to the ways of God. Thus, when he writes 
“without any doubting,” he is contrasting this as the opposite of what 
is meant by “he must ask in faith.” Asking God to provide wisdom in 
times of testing is not done as an ultimatum. The one who is truly a 
child of God seeks His wisdom fully knowing and affirming that He 
is able to give those who are His all that they need to endure the trials 
they are facing. This does not mean that one who is a true believer will 
never struggle with doubts or questions. But what it does mean is that 
the one who is truly a child of God will inevitably overcome the ques-
tions and doubts that challenge their faith and will affirm with even 
a stronger faith the truths that God has revealed about Himself and 
about His eternal salvation for all He has chosen unto Himself.
 …for the one who doubts is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the 
wind. – Here we see that what James means by “the one who doubts” is  
one whose allegiance wavers, not one who struggles with issues which 
need further clarification or which pose questions that need to be an-
swered.
 The picture of the “surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind,” 
brings to mind those things which the sea moves and carries from one 
place to another. The debris in the ocean water is picked up by the rag-
ing sea and is carried wherever the sea goes. The one who thinks that 
his “religious activities” obligates God to give him what he asks for is 
not someone who is praying in faith, for faith willingly acknowledges 
God as the sovereign and the One Who does all things well. The prayer 
of faith of which James speaks is the prayer that submits oneself to God 
and seeks wisdom to affirm with even greater tenacity that all He has 
promised He will do. This is made clear in the next verse.
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7–8 For that man ought not to expect that he will receive anything 
from the Lord, being a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways.

 Here we see James contrasting the true believer who seeks wisdom 
from God to bear up and to endure in faith under trials with the person 
who considers his “religious activity” to be his salvation. The very thing 
that characterizes the person (ὁ ἄνθρωπος, ho anthropos)1 who prays only 
to receive a benefit from God is that such a person is “double-minded” 
and is therefore “unstable in all his ways.”
 The English phrase “double-minded” translates the Greek δίψυχος 
(dispuxos) which literally means a “two-souled” person. The word is 
found only here and in 4:8 in all of the Apostolic Scriptures and does not 
appear in the Lxx. This word itself gives a good indication that James is 
describing a person who shifts back and forth between various perspec-
tives and beliefs. This is opposite of that which characterizes the true 
believer, who inevitably endures and remains firm in faith in Yeshua.
 These characteristics of being “double minded” or “unstable in all 
his ways” are not describing someone who may struggle with finding 
suitable answers to valid questions, but rather someone whose alle-
giance is unsettled, thinking to simply align himself with whichev-
er option offers him what he wants the most. This characterizes those 
who shift from one belief to another, being lured into whatever is the 
newest and most alluring “movement” of the time. To be characterized 
as “unstable in all his ways” is to be someone who has no saving faith 
that anchors him to the Lord. Surely he may at times have questions, 
but inevitably the mark of the true believer is that of perseverance in 
the faith and a growing maturity in living life in the strength of God’s 
wisdom which He willingly gives to those who are His. As  one writer 
notes:

“Faith” is the fundamental religious attitude, not an inciden-
tal grace of character, and the words mean here more than 
“in confidence that he will receive his request.” The “one who 
doubts” ὁ διακρινόμενος is a man whose allegiance wavers, 
not one tormented by speculative intellectual questionings, 
which do not fall within James’s horizon. This is indicated 
by v. 7 , which shows…that the kind of waverer whom James 
has in mind fully expects to receive some benefit from God.2

1 The Greek word anthropos often simply means a person of either sex, i.e., 
a human being. (BDAG, “ἄνθρωπος,” p. 81.

2 Ropes, James in the ICC (T&T Clark, 1916), on James 1:5.
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 “Being unstable in all his ways” most certainly does not character-
ize a person with “saving faith,” for the faith that God gives is one that 
produces a growing, genuine love for Him and thereby a willingness to 
give one’s entire life for His glory and honor. For James says “unstable 
in all his ways,” not just in matters that some would relate to “religious 
practice,” but in all aspects of the unbeliever’s life there is instability, 
perhaps not as man looks at things, but surely as God does. For what-
ever is not done in faith is unacceptable to God.
 The true believer also grows in understanding the infinite value of 
God’s love in Yeshua, and is led and strengthened by the Ruach to grow 
in becoming more and more like Yeshua. Granted, this is a process, and 
not every believer progresses at the same rate. But the one thing that is 
true of those who are genuinely born from above is that they endure 
and persevere in the faith, for they belong to God and He will lose none 
of those He has purchased with the very sacrifice of His own dear Son, 
Yeshua.

All that the Father gives Me will come to Me, and the one 
who comes to Me I will certainly not cast out. For I have come 
down from heaven, not to do My own will, but the will of 
Him who sent Me. This is the will of Him who sent Me, that 
of all that He has given Me I lose nothing, but raise it up on 
the last day. (Jn 6:37–39)

9–10 But the brother of humble circumstances is to glory in his high 
position; and the rich man is to glory in his humiliation, because like 
flowering grass he will pass away. 

 The opening “But” (δὲ, de) connects these verses to the previous con-
text, and ultimately to the opening exhortation, “Consider it all joy, my 
brethren, when you encounter various trials….” In the previous context 
James first has in mind those believers who are strong in the faith, and 
are therefore able to endure the trials they face, knowing that as they 
persevere through the trials their faith will be strengthened. As such, 
they are able to face the trials with a settled, inner joy.
 But secondly James addresses those who may be weak in faith and 
who therefore lack the wisdom that comes from a mature faith. He then 
admonishes them to ask God for wisdom, but they must do so fully be-
lieving that He will grant them the wisdom to know without doubting 
that by the grace He provides, they will be given strength to endure the 
trials they are facing and in doing so to be living witnesses of God’s 
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love and power.
 Now, in our current text, James centers our attention on another 
contrast, namely the contrast between those who are “lowly” (ταπεινὸς, 
tapeinos), i.e., in “humble circumstances” and those who are “rich” 
(πλούσιος, plousios). The Greek term tapeinos can carry the sense of

1. being of low social status or to relative inability to cope, 
lowly, undistinguished, of no account.
2. being servile in manner, pliant, subservient, abject, a neg-
ative quality that would make one lose face in the Greco-Ro-
man world.
3.  being unpretentious, humble.1 

While this Greek word was used in the 1st Century to denote a low so-
cial status, or a person of low social status, in our text James contrasts 
a “lowly” person with one who is “rich.” Yet even though monetary 
wealth or poverty seems to be the contrasting criteria employed by 
James in our text, we should reckon with the fact that often in human 
society, the wealthy gain a social status which is unattainable for the 
those who are impoverished.
 That James contrasts “lowly” (tapeinos) with “rich” (plousios) would 
most likely indicate a contrast of material wealth, as often seen in the 
Gospels. For in the Gospels, the same Greek word plousious, here trans-
lated as “rich,” is always related to monetary wealth2 and often con-
trasted with those who are impoverished in terms of material wealth.
 Historically some have understood this text of James to be teaching 
against wealth and as a result, have taught that the true believer in Ye-
shua will shun so-called “worldly goods” and show themselves to be 
holy through their impoverished lifestyle. But this is not what James is 
teaching, for the Scriptures themselves indicate that God Himself gives 
riches to some.

The Lord was with Jehoshaphat because he followed the ex-
ample of his father David’s earlier days and did not seek the 
Baals, but sought the God of his father, followed His com-
mandments, and did not act as Israel did. So the LORD es-
tablished the kingdom in his control, and all Judah brought 
tribute to Jehoshaphat, and he had great riches and honor. 
(2Chron 17:3–5)

1 BDAG, “ταπεινὸς,” p. 989.
2 Matt 19:23–24; 27:57; Mark 10:25; 12:41; Luke 6:24; 12:16; 14:12; 16:1, 19, 

21–22; 18:23, 25; 19:2; 21:1.
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The rich and the poor have a common bond, the Lord is the 
maker of them all. (Prov 22:2)

When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, 
named Joseph, who himself had also become a disciple of Ye-
shua. This man went to Pilate and asked for the body of Yesh-
ua. Then Pilate ordered it to be given to him. And Joseph took 
the body and wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, and laid it in 
his own new tomb, which he had hewn out in the rock; and 
he rolled a large stone against the entrance of the tomb and 
went away.  (Matt 27:57–60)

 If, in fact, there is no sin in being rich, how are we to understand 
James teaching in our text? For it could appear, as some have taught, 
that James is telling the rich person to give up his wealth and glory in 
his humiliation of being poor.
 First, it is clear in this text that James is describing both the poor and 
the rich as believers in Yeshua, for he uses the term “brother” when 
describing the one of “humble circumstances,” and though he does not 
repeat the word “brother” when speaking of “the rich man,” the con-
text makes it clear that “brother” should be carried forward to apply to 
the rich man as well. In fact, it is obvious throughout this epistle that 
James is writing to those who profess themselves to be followers of Ye-
shua, so the “rich man” he addresses is also to be viewed as a believer.
 Second, James has already admonished his readers and us that we 
are to find lasting joy, even when we are experiencing various trials. 
For faith itself lays hold of the very promises of God and, by faith, we 
affirm that He is faithful to keep His promises. Therefore, the trials 
that come our way will only strengthen our faith and provide us with 
endurance to persevere as witnesses of God’s grace and power. This is 
the same whether a person is in “humble circumstances” or is “rich.” 
 Thus, given that both the one of “humble circumstances” and the 
one who is “rich” are addressed by James as believers in Yeshua, what 
is His point? It is this: whether poor or wealthy in material things, both 
are to recognize that trials will come, and both are to accept such trials 
as the Lord’s means to strengthen their faith to rely more and more 
upon God’s faithful promises.
 But the primary emphasis that James is giving here is that the one 
who is lowly (“in humble circumstances) must entirely depend upon 
God and never seek to find ungodly means to gain material wealth. 
Likewise, those who are wealthy must not depend upon their wealth 
or think that their wealth is what grants them security for the present 
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or the future, or that by their wealth they will be sheltered from life’s 
trials. Rather, both are to find their joy, their hope, and their strength in 
the sure and loving faithfulness of God, seeking His strength to endure 
trials. Indeed, within the body of the Messiah, the ekklesia He promised 
to build (Matt 16:18), all are equal in God’s eyes, for all who are truly 
members in the ekklesia are also “in Messiah,” and “there is no respect 
of persons with God” (Rom 2:11).

11 – …because like flowering grass he will pass away. For the sun ris-
es with a scorching wind and withers the grass; and its flower falls 
off and the beauty of its appearance is destroyed; so too the rich man 
in the midst of his pursuits will fade away.

 The final clause of v. 10 and the following verse 11, fully support 
the fact that James is not teaching against wealth, but against trusting 
in one’s wealth to protect and guard oneself from life’s trials. Even the 
one who is wealthy must not put his trust in his wealth and the power 
it brings, nor become complacent in thinking that he is in control of 
what the future holds. Indeed, James reminds us here of the transitory 
nature of life in this world.
 The picture James draws with his words seems clearly to rest upon 
the same metaphor used by the prophets.

A voice says, “Call out.”  Then he answered, “What shall 
I call out?” All flesh is grass, and all its loveliness is like 
the flower of the field. The grass withers, the flower 
fades,  when the breath of the Lord blows upon it;  Surely 
the people are grass. The grass withers, the flower fades, 
But the word of our God stands forever. (Is 40:6–8)1

For the reality is that in this fallen world, death comes to all, whether 
poor or rich. And no one knows today what exactly will take place to-
morrow.

…it is appointed for men to die once and after this comes 
judgment…. (Heb 9:27)

Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a 
day may bring forth. (Prov 27:1)

1 Cf. Job 14:2; Ps 103:15–16.
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 This message of James fits perfectly with the wider teaching of 
Scripture.

Thus says the Lord, “Let not a wise man boast of his wisdom, 
and let not the mighty man boast of his might, let not a rich 
man boast of his riches; but let him who boasts boast of this, 
that he understands and knows Me, that I am the Lord who 
exercises lovingkindness, justice and righteousness on earth; 
for I delight in these things,” declares the Lord. (Jer 9:23–24)

Instruct those who are rich in this present world not to be 
conceited or to fix their hope on the uncertainty of riches, but 
on God, who richly supplies us with all things to enjoy. (1Tim 
6:17)

 Thus, whether in “humble circumstances” or “rich in material 
wealth,” all believers are to find their true worth to be in their union 
with Yeshua and thus to “glory in their high position.” For all who are 
“in Messiah” have the sure promises of God as their stronghold for ev-
ery trial that comes, and assurance that when one’s days are completed 
on this earth,

…we shall always be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one 
another with these words. (1Thess 4:17b–18)

And it is this very truth that James emphasizes next.

12 – Blessed is a man who perseveres under trial; for once he has 
been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the Lord has 
promised to those who love Him.

 An initial question is whether v. 12 is connected to the previous con-
text or begins a new unit with vv. 13–18. For instance, the NASB, ESV, 
NIV, NRSV, have v. 12 beginning a new paragraph, and link it together 
with vv. 13–18. It seems best, however, to take v. 12 as  a recapitulation 
of or summary of vv. 2–11 which unfold the opening admonition to 
“Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trial.”1

 That v. 12 is a summary and conclusion of vv. 2–11 is also strength-
ened by the fact that the key word “trial” (πειρασμός, peirasmos) used in  

1 So Chris A. Vlachos, Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament: James 
(B&H Pub., 2013), p. 39.
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v. 2 is repeated in v. 12, forming “bookends” for this pericope. In ad-
dition, the word “perseveres” translates the Greek ὑπομένω (hupomenō) 
which is the verbal partner to the Greek word ὑπομονή (hupomonē) trans-
lated with the English “endurance” and used in the previous context in 
vv. 3, 4, and 11.
 Thus, we should take v. 12 to be a summary statement of James’ 
opening teaching that as believers in Yeshua, we are to face trials in our 
lives and be strengthened to persevere through the trial knowing that 
the trial itself will, by the strength God promises to give us, make us 
able to endure to the end.
 The opening “Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial” is cast 
in the pattern of the  Beatitudes and the words of Yeshua Himself (Matt 
5:2–12). Indeed, this “blessing” spoken of by James is one that is given 
by our Savior, for it is “by His stripes that we are healed” (1Pet 2:24). 
What is more, James here teaches us an important truth: perseverance 
in the faith is the ultimate and clear proof that a person truly belongs to 
God through faith in Yeshua and that all who are His have eternal life. 
For none who have been bought with the price of Yeshua’s blood will be 
eternally lost.
 …for once he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life – How is 
it that our faith is finally and fully approved by God? It is when, by His 
grace and power, our love for Him increases and commitment to Him 
is strengthened so that we persevere to the end, that our faith is proven 
to be genuine. This reality is contrary to the modern day “Prosperity 
Gospel” which teaches that the life of a believer is one of bliss and pros-
perity. While surely our faith in God through His Son, Yeshua, brings 
us into a life of true joy and enduring purpose, the Scriptures teach us 
nonetheless that in this world we will experience trials and that He will 
enable all who are His to endure such trials and be strengthened by 
them. Such perseverance is the true mark of every believer in Yeshua.

These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may 
have peace. In the world you have tribulation, but take cour-
age; I have overcome the world. (Jn 16:33 )

For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a 
good work in you will perfect it until the day of Messiah Ye-
shua. (Phil 1:6)

My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow 
Me; and I give eternal life to them, and they will never perish; 
and no one will snatch them out of My hand. (Jn 10:27-28)
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 We find the “crown of life” also in the book of Revelation:

Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil 
is about to cast some of you into prison, so that you will be 
tested, and you will have tribulation for ten days. Be faithful 
until death, and I will give you the crown of life. (Rev 2:10)

 What does the “crown of life” represent? One writer notes:

…the crown of life is the emblem, not of royalty, but of high-
est joy and gladness, of glory and immortality.1

Thus the “crown of life” may be reminiscent of the crown or wreath 
given to the athlete who won the race. Such a “crown” wilted and fad-
ed away, but the “crown of life” is a metaphor of having run the race 
with perseverance, not “giving up” but enduring to the finish line and 
thus entering into dwelling forever with our Savior, Yeshua.
 …which the Lord has promised to those who love Him. – Here James 
teaches us another very important lesson. The primary motivation by 
which we persevere in our faith is love for God. For He has given us not 
only new life, but He has also given us the deep desire to love Him for 
all that He has done for us. When we contemplate the infinite value of 
Yeshua’s death on our behalf, we are given both the desire and, by the 
indwelling Ruach (Spirit), the ability to love Him to the end.

We love Him, because He first loved us. (1John 4:19)

 The majority of early Greek manuscripts do not have “Lord” in this 
phrase2 which is undoubtedly because James expects his readers to 
have the previous context in mind. There he introduced the teaching 
that believers should recognize the good in a variety of trials that come 
upon them because such trials are used of the Lord to build spiritual 
strength which enables endurance or perseverance in the faith. Further, 
when such trials are experienced and one needs greater wisdom, James 
instructs us to “ask of God, who gives to all generously and without 
reproach” (v. 5). Thus, the subject of this final clause in v. 12 is clearly 
“the Lord,” for He is the One Who not only gives wisdom and strength 
to persevere through trials, but also rewards those who are shown to 
be His through their persevering faith. It is understandable, then, why 

1 R. C. Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament (Eerdmans, 1973), p. 80.
2 𝔓23 ℵ A B Ψ 81.
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some of the manuscripts (mostly the later ones) add “Lord” (ὁ κύριος, ho 
kurios)1 and others add “God” (ὁ θεός, ho theos).2

 Note also that James identifies true believers as those “who love 
Him,” i.e., those who love the Lord. The use of “love” to describe a 
genuine believer’s relationship with God goes back to the Shema (Deut 
6:4–5) and becomes a common expression throughout the Scriptures.

Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord is one! You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your might. (Deut 6:4–5)

 In fact, to “love the Lord” is a hallmark phrase in Deuteronomy 
being found seven other times3 to describe the covenant relationship 
between God and Israel. This was a pattern in Ancient Near Eastern 
suzerain-vassal treaties, in which “love” was used to describe the cov-
enant bond.4 The primary thing we learn from this “love language” is 
that one’s genuine love for the Lord is seen by one’s life as it is lived 
out in obedience and service to Him. Without accompanying actions, a 
profession to love God is empty and false.

You shall therefore love the Lord your God, and always keep 
His charge, His statutes, His ordinances, and His command-
ments. (Deut 11:1)

It shall come about, if you listen obediently to my command-
ments which I am commanding you today, to love the Lord 
your God and to serve Him with all your heart and all your 
soul, that He will give the rain for your land in its season, the 
early and late rain, that you may gather in your grain and 
your new wine and your oil. (Deut 11:13–14)

in that I command you today to love the Lord your God, to 
walk in His ways and to keep His commandments and His 
statutes and His judgments, that you may live and multiply, 
and that the Lord your God may bless you in the land where 
you are entering to possess it. (Deut 30:16)

1 ο (- C) κυριος C P 0246 𝔐 syh

2 4. 33vid. 323. 945. 1241. 1739 al vg syp

3 Deut 11:1, 13, 22; 13:3; 19:9; 30:6, 16.
4 See D. R. Hillers, “Treaty Terminology” in Bulletin of the American Schools 

of Oriental Research (BASOR), 176 (1964), pp. 46–47.
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Only be very careful to observe the commandment and the 
law which Moses the servant of the LORD commanded you, 
to love the LORD your God and walk in all His ways and 
keep His commandments and hold fast to Him and serve 
Him with all your heart and with all your soul. (Josh 22:5)

 This same emphasis is taught by Yeshua and His apostles as well:

If you love Me, you will keep My commandments. (Jn 14:15)

He who has My commandments and keeps them is the one 
who loves Me; and he who loves Me will be loved by My 
Father, and I will love him and will disclose Myself to him. 
(John 14:21)

Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfill-
ment of the law. (Rom 13:10)

If someone says, “I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a 
liar; for the one who does not love his brother whom he has 
seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen. (1Jn 4:20)

By this we know that we love the children of God, when we 
love God and observe His commandments. (1Jn 5:2)

 If, as we have shown, loving God is seen to be genuine and real only 
when our lives are characterized by obedience to Him, it would seem 
that James might have written “…which the Lord has promised to those 
who obey Him.” What do we learn from the fact that he wrote “…those 
who love Him”?
 First, we can understand the import of James’ use of the word “love” 
here since it is so often used in the Scriptures as the mark of those whom 
God has redeemed. Second, love is the fountain from which obedience 
flows, for when we truly love someone, we do all in our power to please 
them and do for them that which is good and right. Living righteously 
to honor and obey God proceeds from a heart that sincerely loves Him. 
Third, love is that which motivates and gives strength to persevere in 
a promised relationship. Since the primary focus of this opening para-
graph in the Epistle of James emphasizes the need to persevere when 
trials come upon us, he here emphasizes “love for God” as that which 
enables the believer to “keep on keeping on,” to remain faithful to God 
and strong in faith even in the midst of trials.
 Note another important truth that James emphasizes here: God 
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promises His eternal blessings (“the crown of life”) only to those who 
are truly His, that is, those who love Him. The same terminology is 
used by Paul in Rom 8:28.

And we know that God causes all things to work together for 
good to those who love God, to those who are called accord-
ing to His purpose. (Rom 8:28)

 But in the following verses, Paul explains to us the very means by 
which sinners come to love God, for the next verse, v. 29,  begins with 
the word “For.”

For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become 
conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the 
firstborn among many brethren; and these whom He predes-
tined, He also called; and these whom He called, He also jus-
tified; and these whom He justified, He also glorified. (Rom 
8:29–20)

 Here we understand more fully how James uses the word “prom-
ise” in our verse when he writes “…which the Lord has promised to 
those who love Him.” How could God promise the “crown of life” to 
anyone if their salvation ultimately depended upon their own choices 
and abilities? But, based upon the Scriptures we know that those who 
are predestined are called and thus truly come to faith in Yeshua and 
are therefore justified. Moreover, because of God’s all powerful and or-
daining love, all who are justified will be glorified. Surely there is a 
cooperation between the believer and God, for we must persevere; we 
must remain faithful, and we must “count it all joy” when encountering 
various trials. But we do so as God enables and strengthens us to perse-
vere and to love Him to the end. Persevere we must; persevere we will!

13–14 Let no one say when he is tested, “I am being tempted by God”; 
for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt 
anyone. 

 Note that in the opening phrase of v. 13 I have changed the English 
of the NASB from “temped” to “tested.”1 As noted earlier, the Greek 
word πειράζω (peirazō) can carry both the idea of “testing” as well as 

1 Note the Christian Standard Bible (CSB, formerly HCSB) translation of v. 
13: “No one undergoing a trial should say, ‘I am being tempted by God,’ 
since God is not tempted by evil, and he himself doesn’t tempt anyone.” 



32  [1:13–14]

that of “tempting.” Since it is clear that James is continuing the sub-
ject of how the believer is to bear up under trials (v. 4), it seems best 
to translate the opening phrase of our verse with “tested” rather than 
“tempted,” since in the previous context it seems clear that such trials 
are external and God is the One Who may bring such external “trials” 
or “testing” upon His children for their good and spiritual growth. We 
see an example of this in Genesis 22 when God told Abraham to sacri-
fice his son Isaac.

Now it came about after these things, that God tested Abra-
ham, and said to him, “Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” 
(Gen 22:1)

Note that the Lxx uses the language as in our verse, utilizing the Greek 
πειράζω (peirazō) – ὁ θεὸς ἐπείραζεν τὸν Αβρααμ (“God tested Abraham.”)

 “I am being tempted by God” – Now James goes on to describe temp-
tations that are internal, that is, those that arise from the sinful nature 
which remains in the believer and must be constantly overcome and 
subdued. When, in the midst of “various trials,” one could give in to the 
weakness of the flesh and begin to wonder why God would allow such 
testing. To entertain such a perspective is the first step to questioning 
the goodness of God. Thus James warns us here not to be swayed by the 
sinful flesh but to recognize the source of such thinking and reject it as 
contrary to all that we, as believers in Yeshua, know to be true.
 To fall prey to the sinful nature is precisely what happened with 
Adam and Chavah. Instead of accepting that they had sinned and that 
their sin preceded from their own hearts, ultimately Adam blamed 
God, for it was God Who gave him Chavah.

The woman whom You gave to be with me, she gave me from 
the tree, and I ate. (Gen 3:12).

 …for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt any-
one. – James is not here entering into the full debate over the so-called 
“problem of evil” which tries to answer the question of “how did evil 
enter into the world?” What James is categorically asserting is that God 
is not the source of evil but that “in his holiness God stands far above 
evil and cannot be influenced by it.”1

1 Kistemaker, James, p. 48.
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 Here we see James affirming the attribute of God’s holiness. He can-
not be tempted by evil because He is infinitely and eternally holy. He 
has no weakness whatsoever because He is infinite in His power (om-
nipotent). As such, He is never tempted by evil, for by His very nature 
He cannot sin. Only a being who is able to sin is susceptible to tempta-
tion.
 Nor does He ever tempt anyone to sin, for to do so would also be 
contrary to the infinite holiness of His being. Some may object because 
it may seem the Scriptures teach differently, that God gives some peo-
ple over to sinful passions (Rom 1:25-32). But what the Scriptures teach 
is that God may allow depraved mankind to go their own way, that is, 
to be who they are as controlled by the sinful nature. But such deprav-
ity does not have its source in God Who is holy. Rather the Scriptures 
teach that sin came into the world through Adam:

Therefore, just as through one man sin entered into the world, 
and death through sin, and so death spread to all men, be-
cause all sinned… (Rom 5:12)

 Therefore, as we face various trials in life, we must stand against 
any thought that springs forth from our sinful nature which would 
cause us to question the goodness and holiness of God. In all things, 
God is holy and will maintain all of His promises to those who are His, 
that is, “those who love Him.”
 But each one is tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own 
lust. – Here James specifies the true source of sin, which is the sinful 
nature. It is the remaining corruptions of the sinful nature, the flesh, 
that wants to yield to sin. James describes the sinful nature as “lust” 
(ἐπιθυμία, epithumia). The Greek word epithumia can be used to describe 
both good desires1 and evil desires. The majority of times that this 
word is used in the Apostolic Scriptures, it describes sinful desires, i.e., 
the pull of the flesh to do that which is contrary to God’s righteousness.
 The participles “carried away and enticed” describe what the sin-
ful nature is capable of if given into it. “Carried away” (ἐξέλκω, exelkō) 
could just as correctly be translated as “dragged away”2 and “enticed” 

1 E.g., Phil 1:23 where Paul describes his desire to “depart and be with 
Messiah.” See also Lk 22:15, the words of Yeshua: “I have earnestly 
desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer.”

2 BDAG, “ἐξέλκω,” p. 347.
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(δελεάζω, deleazō) carries the sense of “enticed” or “lured” into a trap.1 
Thus, the child of God must constantly be “putting to death” the deeds 
of the flesh and progressing in being sanctified more and more unto 
God. As Paul writes:

For those who are according to the flesh set their minds on 
the things of the flesh, but those who are according to the 
Spirit, the things of the Spirit. For the mind set on the flesh is 
death, but the mind set on the Spirit is life and peace, because 
the mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does 
not subject itself to the law of God, for it is not even able to do 
so, and those who are in the flesh cannot please God.  (Rom 
5:5–8)

15 – Then when lust has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and when sin 
is accomplished, it brings forth death.
 
 Now James uses the metaphor of conception and birth to illustrate 
the method of the sinful flesh to bring about sinful behavior which 
ultimately results in death. Here he is giving the general description of 
how the sinful nature, dominated by “lust,” is the pattern of life for the 
unbeliever, a pattern which is ultimately characterized by death, that 
is, separation from God.
 He pictures “lust” (ἐπιθυμία, epithumia) as a seductress who, having 
lured the person into her abode, conceives (συλλαμβάνω, sullambanō) an 
illegitimate child by him. It is impossible to “undo” the act and thus, 
apart from being “born again,” the consequences are irreversible, that 
is, the inevitable result is “death.”
 The phrase “and when sin is accomplished” could just as well be 
translated “and sin, when it is fully grown,” for it may well picture that 
which is conceived as having been born and having grown up.2 James’ 
point is that, apart from the influence of the “new person/man” and the 
power of the Spirit to “say no” to the sinful flesh, once lust is conceived 
it will inevitably bring about death. Ultimately, this is the characteristic 
of every unbeliever. 
 The picture of “lust” being “conceived” is simply that process by 

1 BDAG, “δελεάζω,” p. 217. It is found in non-biblical texts of the fisherman 
luring the fish into his catch.

2 The Greek verb ἀποτελέω, apoteleō, carries the sense of “bringing to 
completion,” which, when describing a person, could well mean “to 
grow up.” Note ESV, “and sin, when it is fully grown….”
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which the sinful nature begins to stimulate desires. As Manton notes:

Sin, or the corrupt nature, having inclined the soul to an un-
godly object, works to set the soul in an evil frame of mind.1

 
As noted in the previous verses, the unbeliever has no desire to repent 
for his sin but, like Adam, shifts the blame to God, claiming that God 
“tempted” him to sin (v. 13). Being that it is impossible for God to tempt 
anyone to sin since He is infinitely holy, James teaches us in this verse 
that the source of sin in a person’s life is when he or she gives in to the 
lusts of the fallen nature.
 An entirely different scenario must characterize the true believer. 
For the believer, being strengthened and led by the indwelling Spirit, 
is enabled to say “no” to the lusts of the flesh and to have a life char-
acterized by righteousness. Indeed, a spiritual battle exists within the 
believer, for the flesh wars against the Spirit and seeks to be in control, 
as James has stated, to return the believer to being a slave to sin. As 
Paul writes to the Galatians:

For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit 
against the flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, 
so that you may not do the things that you please. (Gal 5:17)

The final clause in this verse from Galatians, “so that you may not do 
the things you please,” should be understood to describe the goal and 
desire of “the flesh,” the “sinful nature,” i.e., to entice the believer to act 
in a way contrary to the “new person” he or she has become in Yeshua. 
Yet the primary emphasis that Paul gives in this verse is that all who 
are “in Yeshua” must recognize that there remains a battle against the 
flesh, and that progressively saying “no” to the flesh and “yes” to the 
Spirit is the inevitable mark of being truly one of God’s children.
 Surely this is a battle and the believer’s complete victory over the 
sinful nature will only be realized when “mortal puts on immortality,” 
as Paul writes:

For this perishable must put on the imperishable, and this 
mortal must put on immortality. But when this perishable 
will have put on the imperishable, and this mortal will have 

1 Thomas Manton, A Practical Commentary, or An Exposition, with Notes, on 
the Epistle of James, vol. 4 in The Complete Works of Thomas Manton, (Ma-
ranatha Pub., [reprint]), p. 99.
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put on immortality, then will come about the saying that is 
written, “deAth is swALLowed up in victory.”1 “o deAth, where 
is your victory? o deAth, where is your sting?”2 (1Cor 15:53-55)

Yet all who belong to the Lord will make progress in putting to death 
the deeds of the flesh and living more and more unto the Lord. Such 
progress is what it means to persevere in the faith. This is what Yeshua 
taught in the parable of the sower.

But the seed in the good soil, these are the ones who have 
heard the word in an honest and good heart, and hold it fast, 
and bear fruit with perseverance. (Lk 8:15)

 The practical application of what James is teaching us here is obvi-
ous, and Paul’s words are clearly applicable as well. If we are constantly 
to win the battle over the sinful flesh, we must remain ever faithful in 
the means of grace. These are: (1) Scripture: filling our minds with the 
word of God and living in accordance to its eternal truths; (2) Prayer: 
regularly engaging in prayer and communion with God; and (3) The 
Ekklesia: being in the fellowship of other believers as we are together 
and encouraging one another to be living testimonies of God’s love and 
grace. Clearly, that which we feed upon , that is, what is regularly fill-
ing our minds and thoughts, will have a large effect on our ability to 
say “no” to the flesh and “yes” to God as we are led by His Holy Spirit.
 Remaining faithful in our walk with the Lord is that which en-
ables us to stand firm against the enticements of the world and, by the 
strength given to us by the abiding Ruach HaKodesh, we are strength-
ened to resist the snares of the evil one, to say “no” to the flesh, and to 
have lives which honor our Savior. Thus, to the all important utilization 
of the means of grace, which are the positive aspects of our sanctifica-
tion, must be added a negative aspect: we must resolve not to partake 
of ungodly aspects of the world. It is true that people become like that 
upon which they constantly gaze. Let us then resolve to fill our lives 
with that which will build us up in the faith so that more and more we 
become living testimonies of our Lord and Savior, Yeshua.

1 Is 25:8.
2 Hosea 13:14.
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16–17 Do not be deceived, my beloved brethren. Every good thing 
given and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the 
Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow.

 James’ exhortation is that the believer in Yeshua not follow wrong 
teaching which would make God out to be something He is not, i.e., the 
source of temptation, but rather that those believers to whom he is writ-
ing would affirm the truth about God, namely, that He is the source of 
all that is good.
 Here we have the second command or imperative in our section: the 
first being in v. 13, “Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempt-
ed by God….” Now James states “Do not be deceived” (μὴ πλανᾶσθε), a 
present tense imperative, which in the Greek may emphasize a constant 
or ongoing vigilance to affirm what is right and not be carried into er-
ror through teachers who are teaching falsehoods. The imperative itself 
could be understood as “do not be deceived” or “do not be mistaken.”1   
“Deception” is generally thought of as having an outside source, while 
“mistaken” is usually viewed as flowing from one’s own will or choic-
es. Here, the primary point is that those who profess to be believers in 
Yeshua must affirm what the Scriptures teach, for to do otherwise is 
to deny the very foundation of genuine saving faith. God has revealed 
Himself in creation (Ps 19; Rom 1:18–20), in the Scriptures (Ex 31:18, etc.), 
and in the Messiah, Yeshua (Jn 14:9; Heb 1:1–3). We therefore have the 
Scriptures as the benchmark against which all truth-claims must be 
tested. 
 The very fact that James addresses this command to “my beloved 
brethren” makes it clear that even those who profess genuine faith in 
Yeshua may be deceived and led down a path of falsehood. Obviously, 
the primary issue that James is confronting is that of God’s very nature: 
that He is holy, holy, holy (Is 6:3; Rev 4:8), meaning that holiness is the 
very essence of His eternal nature. To claim that God is the source of 
temptation to draw a person into sinning is the same as claiming that 
God is Himself evil, which is blasphemy. Therefore James warns his 
readers and us not to be drawn into such a deception.
 But being deceived rarely happens all at once. “A little leaven leav-
ens the whole lump of dough” (1Cor 5:6; Gal 5:9). All too often the path 
to deception and denying the truth of the Scriptures and thus of God, 
begins with one step away from the truth which then leads down a 

1 Chris A. Vlachos, Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament: James (B&H 
Pub., 2013), p. 46.
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path which ends in unfaithfulness and destruction. Unfortunately, we 
see this happening more and more in our modern world. So the admo-
nition of James is very relevant for us, especially in the so-called “Mes-
sianic Movement.” We must heed the words of John:

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see 
whether they are from God, because many false prophets 
have gone out into the world. (1Jn 4:1)

It seems clear that by “spirits,” John is referring to the “spirit of a teach-
er” or that which a teacher teaches, i.e., “teaching” in general. And how 
are the words of a teacher to be tested? By making sure that what is be-
ing taught aligns with the Scriptures. Unfortunately, the rise of biblical 
illiteracy in our times has caused the “yard stick” of the Scriptures to 
be set aside and considered no longer valuable to be used. Sola Scrip-
tura, “by Scripture alone,” was the cry of the Reformation in the 16th 
Century and it needs to be our standard today if we are to “test the 
spirits” and discern what is true and what is not.
 Every good thing given and every perfect gift is from above… – The fact 
that the word “every” is repeated both with “thing given” and “perfect 
gift” emphasizes James’ primary point: all that God does is good, even 
if fallen mankind views His actions differently. James emphasized this 
in v. 5 of our chapter when he affirms that God is the giver of wisdom, 
and He does so generously, meaning giving more than one might ex-
pect. Further, since God is infinitely holy, this means that whatever He 
gives is good. It is upon this truth that James has admonished us even 
to “consider it all joy… when you encounter various trials” (v. 2). Even 
those things which come into our lives which may bring hardship and 
sorrow, if from the hand of God, are ultimately for our good.
 The two designations, “good thing” (δόσις ἀγαθὴ, dosis agathē) and 
“perfect gift” (δώρημα τέλειον, dōrēma teleion) could suggest various nu-
ances, but it is probably best to understand the repetition as metonymy, 
i.e., saying the same thing using different terms, and thus indicating 
emphasis, for surely everything that God gives is both “good” and 
“perfect.”  The qualities of “good” and “perfect” suggest that every-
thing God brings into our lives is for our good, that is, to make us more 
and more dependent upon Him and to sanctify us unto Himself. The 
word translated “perfect” is telos in the Greek which, beside carrying 
the sense of “perfect” can also mean “complete” or “goal.” This would 
suggest that all that God gives us is that which will enable us to perse-
vere to the end, to “finish the race,” and to be complete in Him.
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 …coming down from the Father of lights – The plural of the word 
“lights” (φώς, phōs) is only found one other time in the Apostolic Scrip-
tures (Acts 16:29) and only rarely in the Lxx. It is found in the Lxx of Ps 
135:7 where it translates the Hebrew ְּגדִֹלים  great“ ,(ōrim gedōlim‘) אֹוִרים 
lights,” which clearly refers to the stars and planets, and it is clear that 
James is using the same expression to refer to God as the creator of the 
“lights” as we read in Gen 1:14. Throughout the creation narrative, God 
proclaims that what He has created is “good” and even “very good.” 
This likewise emphasizes the truth that God is the source of all that is 
good. Moreover, since He is the creator, He is able to do all of His holy 
will, and there is nothing, therefore, that His children need of which he 
is incapable of giving them.
 …with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow. – The concept of 
“variation or shifting shadow,” while evoking a great deal of specula-
tion on the part of commentators,1 is obviously referring to the astro-
nomical phenomenon of the manner in which the sky changes through-
out the seasons, a phenomenon which was well recognized and even 
studied in ancient times. Since in the pagan world the sun, moon, stars, 
and planets were often believed to represent gods and goddesses, their 
changing appearance indicated their mutability, that is, their being giv-
en to changes by forces outside of their control.
 James uses the changing phenomenon of the “lights” to contrast the 
immutability of the one true God Who never changes and no created 
thing can induce a change in Him. 

God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM”; and He said, “Thus 
you shall say to the sons of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” 
(Ex 3:14)

For I, the Lord, do not change; therefore you, O sons of 
Jacob, are not consumed. (Mal 3:6)

Yeshua Messiah is the same yesterday and today and 
forever. (Heb 13:8)

 Why the eternal immutability of God is emphasized by James in our 
text is obvious: since all good things come from God, one might ask if 
that might change in the future. The obvious answer is “no!” because  

1 For the manuscript variants in this verse, see McCartney, James, p. 112, 
notes on 1:17.
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God does not change. In a world that is constantly changing, God is the 
sure and eternal One to whom we may cling and know that what He 
has promised, He will accomplish, and what He intends for good and 
His glory, He will bring to pass. He is the unchanging constant upon 
Whom His children can always depend. Therefore, we may know and 
affirm for certain that He will always be with us and for us, giving us 
all that is needed, for He is the giver of all good things and every per-
fect gift.

This passage teaches us, that we ought to be so affected by 
God’s innumerable blessings, which we daily receive from 
His hand, as to think of nothing but of His glory; and that we 
should abhor whatever comes to our mind, or is suggested by 
others, which is not compatible with His praise.1 

18 – In the exercise of His will He brought us forth by the word of 
truth, so that we would be a kind of first fruits among His creatures.

 Now James gives the final and all conclusive proof that God, who 
does not change and Who is not like the heavenly lights that move and 
vary in brightness, also does not give “gifts” which are subject to vari-
ation or trickery. In human society, it is not uncommon to see that a 
person may give “gifts” or “rewards,” not purely to bless the one to 
whom they are given, but in order to obligate or entice that person to 
do what they otherwise would not. God is not like that, and the proof 
is that He gave the gift of His own dear Son, Yeshua, to undergo death 
(“be obedient to death,” cf. Phil 2:8) in order to pay the penalty of sin 
due unto those He would save.
 Our verse opens with an aorist participle, βουληθεὶς (<βούλομαι, boulo-
mai) translated “In the exercise of His will” (NASB). The ESV translates 
“Of his own will he brought us forth…” and the NIV has “He chose to 
give us birth….” This speaks to God’s eternal election of all who would 
come to saving faith and would thereby be eternally adopted as chil-
dren in God’s family. The primary emphasis that James gives us here is 
that the salvation of every believer begins, not with man choosing God, 
but with God choosing each and every one who would be His. 

God performs a special kind of work in the life of human 
beings according to His divine plan. Believers have faith be-
cause God gave them spiritual birth. Of His perfect gifts, the 
new life He engenders is consummate. God does not cause 

1 Calvin, James, p. 291.
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temptation; He engenders life.1 

 Moreover, James’ words here make it clear that God’s election or 
choosing of those He would save was of His own will, not something 
by which He was obligated or drawn to by the will or actions of man-
kind. God’s sovereign election of all whom He would save was the fruit 
of His own desire and choice, not something determined by the re-
deemed persons themselves. He “exercised His will” means that it was 
God’s own dear pleasure to set His love upon those whom He would 
save. What is more, the language James uses here indicates that God 
was not obligated to save anyone. Indeed, His desire and plan to save 
sinners was totally something He chose to do. As Manton notes,

He chose. Because He wanted to, or being willing. The word 
is given here (1) to deny compulsion or necessity—God did 
not need to save anyone; and (2) to exclude merit—we could 
not force God to do it—it was merely His good pleasure.2 

 That God is the initiator of salvation and not man, is clear from the 
metaphor of “birth” and is explicitly taught elsewhere in the Scriptures.

You did not choose Me but I chose you, and appointed you 
that you would go and bear fruit, and that your fruit would 
remain, so that whatever you ask of the Father in My name 
He may give to you. (Jn 15:16)

…just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the 
world, that we would be holy and blameless before Him. In 
love He predestined us to adoption as sons through Yeshua 
Messiah to Himself, according to the kind intention of His 
will, to the praise of the glory of His grace, which He freely 
bestowed on us in the Beloved. (Eph 1:4–6)

But we should always give thanks to God for you, brethren 
beloved by the Lord, because God has chosen you from the 
beginning for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit 
and faith in the truth. (2Thess 2:13)

1 Richardson, James in The New American Commentary, p. 87. 
2 Thomas Manton, James, p. 114–115.
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Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord 
or of me His prisoner, but join with me in suffering for the 
gospel according to the power of God, who has saved us and 
called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but 
according to His own purpose and grace which was granted 
us in Messiah Yeshua from all eternity, (2Tim 1:8–9)

 What a glorious truth, that the all-powerful, infinitely holy God, 
would, from all eternity, set His love upon each individual He would 
save! Surely this is the greatest expression of God’s love, that He would 
give His own Son to redeem all whom He has chosen.

In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us 
and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins. (1Jn 4:10)

Surely the application of James’ opening words in our verse is that if we 
have come to know the love of God for each and everyone one He has 
chosen to salvation, then if in fact we have exercised saving faith in the 
Messiah Yeshua, we know that we are the very object of God’s eternal 
and all-powerful love. Having saved us from eternal damnation, surely 
we are intent upon serving Him, doing all in the power He provides to 
honor and glorify Him, and to be witnesses to a watching world of His 
grace and power to save sinners.
 He brought us forth by the word of truth… – The verb translated 
“brought us forth” (ἀπεκύησεν < ἀποκυέω, apokueō) was used in v. 15 as 
well, meaning “to give birth,” “to bear young.”1 In fact, these are the 
only two times the verb is found in the Apostolic Scriptures. We find it 
used only once in the Lxx, in the apocryphal book of 4Macc 15:17. 
 Some have suggested that James’ use of the metaphor of “birth” pre-
supposes a female counterpart in the process, since the Greek verb used 
here is very often found in the context of a woman “giving birth.”  They 
have therefore suggested that James is using Gnostic ideology which, 
in some versions of that errant philosophy, postulated female deities.2 
But this is, of course, contrary to all that the Scriptures teach. That v. 17 
of our text refers to God as the “Father of lights” would surely indicate 
that the concept of “Father” is that of One Who brings into being that 
which did not previously exist. John uses similar language to describe 
God as the “progenitor” of mankind.

1 BDAG, “ἀποκυέω,” p. 114.
2 See Edwin Yamauchui, Pre-Christian Gnosticism (Tyndale Press, 1973), pp 

146-47, and the Gnostic view of Sophia as a “heavenly Redeemer figure.”
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But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to be-
come children of God, even to those who believe in His name, 
who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of 
the will of man, but of God. (Jn 1:12–13)

We see the same metaphor of spiritual “birth” also accredited to the 
Ruach HaKodesh:

Yeshua answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is 
born of water and the Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom 
of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which 
is born of the Spirit is spirit.  (Jn 3:5–6)

 John likewise accredits this same metaphor of spiritual birth to God.

If you know that He is righteous, you know that everyone 
also who practices righteousness is born of Him. (1Jn 2:29)

No one who is born of God practices sin, because His seed 
abides in him; and he cannot sin, because he is born of God. 
(1Jn 3:9)

Some have further suggested viewing God as “Father” is a purely 
“New Testament” phenomenon, but this is not true. The Tanach clearly 
refers to the God of Israel as “father” and the One who brought His 
children to life.

You are the sons of the Lord your God; you shall not cut your-
selves nor shave your forehead for the sake of the dead.(Deut 
14:1)

Do you thus repay the Lord, O foolish and unwise people? 
Is not He your Father who has bought you? He has made you 
and established you. (Deut 32:6)

For You are our Father, though Abraham does not know us  
and Israel does not recognize us. You, O Lord, are our Father, 
our Redeemer from of old is Your name. (Is 63:16)

But now, O Lord, You are our Father, we are the clay, and you 
our potter; and all of us are the work of Your hand. (Is 64:8)

When Israel was a youth I loved him, and out of Egypt I called 
My son. (Hos 11:1)
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 …by the word of truth – Note also that the means by which the sin-
ner is “brought forth,” or “born again to a new life,” is “by the word 
of truth” (λόγῳ ἀληθείας, logō alētheias). For when God gives the gift of 
repentance and faith, He opens the mind and heart of the elect through 
the gospel message as it is set forth in the Scriptures, used by the Ruach 
to bring the elect to saving faith. This is, in fact, the “perfect gift” which 
James speaks of in the previous verse (v. 17), for it is the gift of eternity, 
dwelling forever in the very presence of God, beholding Yeshua, where 
sin and sorrow is banished, and we will forever be with the Lord.
 It is understandable, then, why the enemy of God, Satan the deceiv-
er, seeks to undermine the Scriptures in every way. If the sharp sword 
of the Scriptures can be removed, then the so-called “gospel” which is 
proclaimed is not the “good news” at all, but the invention of men. Such 
a “false gospel” may entrap many to believe its errant message, keeping 
them in the dark and trusting something that has no power to save. But 
the enemy cannot hide the Bible’s message of the true Gospel to those 
whom God calls to Himself. Moreover, the Scriptures are the very trea-
sure trove of spiritual food for all who are believers in Yeshua and the 
spiritual nourishment which, by the work of the Ruach, is essential for 
spiritual growth and strength to persevere in the faith.

For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any 
two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul 
and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the 
thoughts and intentions of the heart. (Heb 4:12)

 …so that we would be a kind of first fruits among His creatures. – Here we 
see James referring to the messianic community as the “first fruits.” In 
using the label “messianic community,” I mean the believing remnant 
of Israel, that part of Israel in every generation made up of those who 
believed God’s promise of a Redeemer and placed their faith in Him for 
forgiveness of sins and eternal salvation. Further, in accordance with 
the Abrahamic covenant, which encapsulated the Gospel (cf. Gal 3:8), 
those from the nations who are brought to faith by God’s sovereign 
grace and power, are grafted into the believing remnant. Thus, the term 
“messianic community” is used to emphasize the fulfillment of God’s 
promise to Abraham that “in your seed all the nations of the earth will 
be blessed” (Gen 12:3).
 What are the “first fruits” as the Scriptures use that term? The first 
fruits are the first of the harvest and God commanded that an offering 
from the first fruits of the harvest should be offered at the Tabernacle or 
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Temple during the Feast of Shavuot (Weeks).1 The lesson to be learned 
by the offering of the first fruits was that God is the one Who brings 
all good things, as James has taught us, and that therefore, in acknowl-
edgment of this truth, giving the first fruits of the harvest to Him was 
a tangible action proclaiming that the rest of the harvest was likewise 
the result of God’s grace and sustaining hand. This offering therefore 
sanctified the whole harvest as the gift of God to His people. 
 James’ use of this “first fruits” metaphor emphasizes that God chose 
the nation of Israel, the descendants of Jacob, to be His chosen ones who 
would serve Him to bring about the Abrahamic promise. Since the first 
fruits belonged to God (and are given as an offering to Him), He would 
use them (Israel) to take the Gospel message to the nations. 

You only have I chosen among all the families of the earth; 
Therefore I will punish you for all your iniquities. (Amos 3:2)

I am the Lord, I have called You in righteousness, 
I will also hold You by the hand and watch over You, 
And I will appoint You as a covenant to the people, 
As a light to the nations, to open blind eyes, 
To bring out prisoners from the dungeon 
And those who dwell in darkness from the prison. (Is 42:6–7)

 And we see that this is what happened, for all of the Apostolic Scrip-
tures were written by the Apostles of Yeshua or those who were close 
companions with them, and the Apostles of Yeshua were all Jews. 
 Thus, when James writes that “so that we would be a kind of first 
fruits,” he is undoubtedly referring to the messianic community of the 
1st Century CE by which the Gospel would be taken to the nations, and 
this is seen historically to have been the case.
 Further, while the “harvest of the nations” inevitably includes peo-
ple from every nation, family-group, or language group,2 James writes 
that the messianic community would be the “first fruits among His 
creatures.” Note carefully that the “harvest” is comprised of souls who 
are clearly those who belong to God. The NASB translation of the fi-
nal clause, “among His creatures” (τῶν αὐτοῦ κτισμάτων) could also have 
the meaning “those of His creation.” This emphasizes that even as the 
believing remnant of Israel belonged to Him before they were ever 

1 Ex 23:16; 34:22; Num 28:26.
2 Cf. Rev 5:9 – “… and purchased for God with Your blood men from 

every tribe and tongue and people and nation.”
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constituted as a nation, so all who are chosen from the nations unto 
salvation likewise are His chosen ones. He is the Owner of the harvest, 
and the first fruits sanctify the remainder of the harvest to its Owner.

19-20 This you know, my beloved brethren. But everyone must be 
quick to hear, slow to speak and slow to anger; for the anger of man 
does not achieve the righteousness of God.

 The opening phrase of the NASB, “This you know,” is actually 
only one word in the Greek, Ἴστε (iste), which can be either an imper-
ative (a command) or indicative (descriptive). The NASB has taken it 
as an indicative verb, thus adding the word “This you know, my be-
loved brethren.” The ESV takes it as an imperative, “Know this, my 
beloved brethren.” Given the context, it seems most likely that we are 
to understand the word “know” to be an imperative or a command.  
 But a second question confronts us as well, and this is whether this 
opening word as a command “to know” refers to the previous verses 
or to what follows. Most often, when an imperative is used in regard to 
the instructions which follow it, there is clear continuity. 
 Consider the way James uses the imperative or command in 1:16-17 
and 2:5 which also incorporate “beloved brethren.”

 Do not be deceived, my beloved brethren. Every good thing 
given and every perfect gift is from above, coming down 
from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or 
shifting shadow. (James 1:16–17)

Listen, my beloved brethren: did not God choose the poor of 
this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which 
He promised to those who love Him? (James 2:5)

But in our verse, the imperative is followed by the Greek δέ (de) which 
carries the sense of “and” or “but” and thus seems out of place if the 
imperative is understood to be related to what follows it. Therefore, it 
seems best to take the opening phrase with the ESV as “Know this, my 
beloved brethren.” And what is it that James enjoins us to know? It is 
that “the word of truth,” that is, the inspired word of God contained in 
the Scriptures, is to be the means by which the harvest of souls is to be 
brought in and will ultimately comprise the full number of God’s cho-
sen people. How diligent we must be, then, to know the word of God 
and to always be ready to use the “word of truth” to show others the 



  [1:19–20]  47

light of the gospel.

but sanctify Messiah as Lord in your hearts, always being 
ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an 
account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and 
reverence; (1Pet 3:15)

 …but everyone must be quick to hear – These words of James sound 
very much like a proverb, and in fact are closely aligned texts from the 
wisdom literature of the Tanach.

A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up 
anger. (Prov 15:1)

Guard your steps as you go to the house of God and draw 
near to listen rather than to offer the sacrifice of fools; for they 
do not know they are doing evil. Do not be hasty in word or 
impulsive in thought to bring up a matter in the presence of 
God. For God is in heaven and you are on the earth; therefore 
let your words be few. (Ecc 5:1–2)

Do not be eager in your heart to be angry, for anger resides in 
the bosom of fools. (Ecc 7:9)

 Note first of all that James’ injunction is addressed to “everyone” 
(πᾶς ἄνθρωπος), literally “all people.” This is important for everyone who 
claims the Name of Yeshua, regardless of station in life or ministry 
within the messianic community. 
 James’ first exhortation is to be “quick to hear” (ταχὺς εἰς τὸ ἀκοῦσαι). 
This is directly tied back to the previous verse in which the means by 
which we have been brought to faith in Yeshua is “the word of truth.” 
Remember that “to hear” in the Hebrew context means “to obey.” James 
is not simply giving good advice for living but rather he has something 
specific in mind. He means to remember the fundamental truth that 
“hearing the word of truth” means “to obey what the Scriptures teach.” 
Thus, “being quick to hear” means “eager and ready to obey” what 
God has revealed to us in His “word of truth.” Thus, being eager and 
ready to obey will result in slowness to speak and slowness to respond 
in anger.
 …slow to speak – An important ingredient to success within the be-
lieving community is both the desire and ability to listen well. Being 
quick to speak will often mean that one has not fully understood what 
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has been said. Further, “slow to speak” may well emphasize the need 
to consider, contemplate, and seek God for wisdom (v. 5) before giving 
a response, especially at times when there is controversy.

When there are many words, transgression is unavoidable,  
but he who restrains his lips is wise. (Prov 10:19)

 …slow to anger – Words spoken quickly are often generated from an-
ger and rather than helping the situation only make it worse. Righteous 
anger is that which is controlled by knowledge and by a full and right 
assessment of the situation. As Kistemaker notes,

Careless words often accompany an angry mood. Of course, 
there is a place for righteous anger, but the psalmist tells us to 
know the limit of righteous anger: “In your anger do not sin” 
(Ps. 4:4). James pleads for restraint in respect to anger.1 

Note as well these verses:

But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his broth-
er shall be guilty before the court; and whoever says to his 
brother, ‘You good-for-nothing,’ shall be guilty before the 
supreme court; and whoever says, ‘You fool,’ shall be guilty 
enough to go into the fiery hell. (Matt 5:22)

be Angry, And yet  do not sin; do not let the sun go down on 
your anger, (Eph. 4:26)

 …for the anger of man does not achieve the righteousness of God. – The 
first important thing to contemplate is how we are to understand what 
James means by “the righteousness of God.” The phrase itself could 
mean “the righteousness that God gives,” that is, the imputed righ-
teousness of Yeshua given to every believer. Or, it could mean “the righ-
teousness that God requires,” i.e., the growth in sanctification which 
is the true mark of every believer. A third option is that the phrase 
describes

the righteous character of God, that is, “bringing about God’s 
justice, that is, the accomplishment of that which is justice in 
God’s eyes, a ‘setting of things to right.’2 

1 Kistemaker, James, p. 57.
2 McCartney, James, p. 115.
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 The point that James is making here is vital to building and main-
taining harmony and longevity for the community of faith, for even 
though at times being angry about injustice or wrong doing within the 
community may seem justified, if the manner in which justice is pur-
sued is not in accordance with God’s righteous ways, such actions may 
overcome the current injustice but will almost inevitably do little more 
than substitute a new of kind of injustice for that which was overcome. 
James says it succinctly: seeking to dispel unrighteous activities by us-
ing unrighteous means simply does not achieve the righteousness of 
God.

…the righteousness of God is the righteousness that God 
requires, approves, brings about. In this sense in Scripture 
things are said to be of God or of Christ when they are ef-
fected by his power or commanded in his Word. Thus faith is 
said to be the work of God (see John 6:29). It is clear that James 
is using a figure of speech here by which more is intended 
than said. The apostle means that human anger is so far from 
working righteousness that it brings all kinds of evil.1

21 – Therefore, putting aside all filthiness and all that remains of 
wickedness, in humility receive the word implanted, which is able 
to save your souls.

 The opening “Therefore” is διό (dio) in the Greek and in this context 
is a very strong admonition as it connects to the previous context. While 
a number of options present themselves as to what “Therefore” is ref-
erencing, it seems best to see it as the general truths put forth by James 
in vv. 18–20. In v. 18 James states the foundational reality for all who 
have come to true saving faith in Yeshua, namely, that we have been 
“born again,” i.e., “brought forth by the word of truth.” Remember that 
the phrase “brought forth” (ἀπεκύεω, apekueō) most often is used in the 
process of birth. To be “born again” means to have come to “new life,” 
and that life is one of growing in righteousness, that is, becoming more 
and more like Yeshua.
 Thus James utilizes an aorist participle which is translated as “put-
ting aside” (ἀποθέμενοι < ἀποτίθημι). Being an aorist participle it would 
indicate that this “putting away” began when coming to faith in Yeshua 
and has inevitably become the pattern of life. His point is clear: if we have 

1 Manton, James, p. 138.
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been born again and given new life in Yeshua, then the true pattern of 
our lives will be to put to death the deeds of the flesh and to have lives 
more and more characterized by that which pleases God. 
 As Paul writes:

Now those who belong to Messiah Yeshua have crucified the 
flesh with its passions and desires. (Gal 5:24)

That Paul can speak of this process as finished (“have crucified the 
flesh”) is because the Scriptures make it clear that all who are truly 
saved by God’s grace are assured of final and complete sanctification.

For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a 
good work in you will perfect it until [with a view to] the day 
of Messiah Yeshua. (Phil 1:6)

 Thus, in our verse James exhorts us to be who we have become in 
Yeshua. He instructs us to live up to God’s standards by being self-con-
trolled in the way we interact with each other. Thus he first tell us what 
needs to be put away and overcome and then goes on to instruct us 
regarding what we must embrace.
 …putting aside all filthiness – Having died with Messiah and raised to 
a new life in Him, we must continue to put aside “all [any kind of] filth-
iness” (πᾶσαν ῥυπαρίαν). The Greek word ῥυπαρία (hruparia) is found only 
here in the Apostolic Scriptures. It is used twice in the Lxx to describe 
“filthy garments” (Zech 3:3–4) and used here metaphorically of one’s 
actions as making known one’s basic disposition. Taken as a metaphor 
to describe one’s actions, it means “dirty” or “filthy” in the sense of

a state of moral defilement or corruption, moral uncleanness, 
vulgarity.1 

James exhorts us to put away all filthiness, i.e, “every kind of filthiness” 
which therefore emphasizes  both that which is inward as well as our 
outward actions. Indeed, our deeds begin as inward thoughts.

But those things which proceed out of the mouth come forth 
from the heart; and they defile the man…For out of the heart 
proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, 
thefts, false witness, blasphemies…. (Matt 15:18, 19)

1 BDAG, “ῥυπαρια,” p. 908.
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 Moreover, the idea of “filth” as used metaphorically of evil empha-
sizes that which is immoral. As Kistemaker notes:

“Get rid of all moral filth,” says James. He uses the word filth 
figuratively to describe moral uncleanness…James orders his 
readers to get rid of all moral filth that soils their souls and to 
put aside prevailing evil that blights their lives.1

 …and all that remains of wickedness, – Having emphasized the inward 
thoughts of the heart, the very place where sin is conceived, James now 
reminds us that outward influences for evil must likewise be “put off” 
or “put away.” In this fallen world there exists innumerable influences 
for evil which draw people into ungodly thoughts and actions. This 
is the intent of the Greek, for the NASB’s translation “all that remains 
of wickedness” is more literally “abundance of sin or evil” (περισσείαν 
κακίας).2 James therefore admonishes us likewise to “put away” any and 
all things that would draw us into sinful behavior. 
 In the modern world we have even more access to the “abundance 
of wickedness” through the technologies that have been developed. 
While these technologies, such as the internet, cell phones, modern ad-
vertising, etc., are gateways to wickedness, they also afford opportuni-
ty for sowing the seeds of righteousness. Once again, the believer must 
be ready to turn from what is evil and embrace that which is pleasing 
to the Lord.
 and receive in humility the implanted word  – Having exhorted us re-
garding that which must be “put away,” now James gives us the means 
by which we will be successful in this endeavor, and it is to have the 
living truth of God’s word well implanted within us.
 The first step is to “receive” the word of God “with meekness.” As 
Manton notes, 

Receive, that is, give it more way to come to you; make more 
room for it in your hearts. Thus it is charge upon them, 2Thess. 
ii.10, that ‘they received not the love of the truth.’ So it is said 
of the natural man, ‘He receiveth not the things of God.’ This 
is a notion so proper to this matter, that the formal act of faith 
is expressed by it, John i. 11, ‘To as many as received him,’ &c.3 

1 Kistemaker, James, p. 58.
2 Note the ESV’s translation, “rampant wickedness.” 
3 Manton, James, pp. 144-45.
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Indeed, it is the very work of the Ruach HaKodesh to urge the believer 
to “receive the word implanted,” that is, in a spiritual sense to hunger 
and thirst for its satisfying truths and the nourishing strength it gives.
 The concept of “implanted” is that which is “inborn,” that is, some-
thing that is the natural disposition by way of birth. Once again James 
has employed a Greek word (ἔμφυτος, emphutos) found only here in 
the Apostolic Scriptures and only in the Apocryphal book of Wisdom 
(12:10). But it is regularly found in the non-canonical Greek literature 
with the meaning “inborn,” meaning that with which one is born and 
thus is a natural characteristic.1

 James uses this term to remind us that it was the very word of God 
by which we were brought to repentance and faith in Yeshua, and thus 
it is the hunger for God’s word that continues to be the “inborn” reality 
of those who are saved. Peter speaks of this when he writes:

like newborn babies, long for the pure milk of the word, so 
that by it you may grow in respect to salvation, if you have 
tasted the kindness of the Lord. (1Pet 2:2–3)

 That the “word of God” is said to be “implanted,” i.e., “inborn,” 
speaks to the reality of the New Covenant, for the New Covenant is the 
Torah, the very word of God, written on the heart. And here we should 
be reminded that from an Hebraic perspective, the heart is where one 
does one’s thinking and decision-making. Thus, to have the very teach-
ing of God “written on the heart” means that more and more one’s 
thoughts and decisions will align with God, the source of all truth.

For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of 
Israel after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my Torah 
within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be 
their God, and they shall be my people. And no longer shall 
each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, 
‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of 
them to the greatest, declares the Lord. For I will forgive their 
iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more. (Jer 31:33–34)

 By what means does the Lord write His Torah, His Teaching, upon 
the heart of each of His children? Most obvious is the fact that we must 

1 Note also the related verb, ἐμφύω, “to implant,” found often in the early 
Greek classical writers. See Liddell & Scott, Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford, 
1973), p. 551.
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read it and mediate upon it, hiding it in our hearts (minds) so that it 
becomes the very means by which we make our decisions.

Your word I have treasured in my heart, that I may not sin 
against You. (Ps 119:11)

 This writing of the word of God upon the heart of the child of God 
is a cooperative work, for the true child of God will seek to know and 
live out the word of God. Thus, we must note carefully that the in-
ward perspective for receiving the word of God, the Scriptures, and the 
truths which the Ruach intends us to know, is that we must receive it 
“in humility” (ἐν πραΰτητι, en prautēti). This same word (πραΰτης, prautēs) 
can carry the sense of “gentleness” as it does in James 3:13.

Who among you is wise and understanding? Let him show 
by his good behavior his deeds in the gentleness of wisdom. 
(James 3:13).

 James’ point here is clear: we must come to the word of God, the 
Bible, and read it with a full willingness to accept it as the word of God 
to us, and thus a ready willingness to submit to its eternal truths and 
to live them out in our world. Accepting Yeshua as one’s Savior means 
also to accept Him as one’s Lord. Thus our initial confession of our 
sins and acceptance of Yeshua as our Savior, is the beginning of our 
spiritual journey, not the end. Having been born from above (Jn 3:3) we 
are new creations (2Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15) and therefore have an “inborn” 
hunger to feed upon the word of God, for it is by this spiritual “food” 
that we are nourished and nurtured.
 Given this reality, we must also be fully aware that the enemy of our 
souls works to turn us away from the Scriptures or to foster the idea 
that they are less than important or even unnecessary. Likewise, the 
sinful nature, the flesh, is contrary to the Spirit and thus to the Scrip-
tures (Gal 5:17). This speaks to the necessity of the humility that we 
must have as we approach the word of God, for the humility which the 
Spirit fosters prepares the believer to readily accept the inspired word 
as fully applicable to his or her own life. Surely the Lord is always faith-
ful, and when by the continuing prompting of the Ruach we feed upon 
the word of God, we find not only strength and ability to defeat the 
enemy but also the joy that comes from feasting upon the promises of 
God and upon His instructions for life. For when we live in accordance 
with the word of God, we experience the life He has so graciously given 
to us.
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 …which is able to save your souls. –  Here we see that salvation en-
compasses both initial repentance toward God and faith in Yeshua as 
well as the ongoing sanctification of the believer. Surely as James wrote 
these words he had believers in mind, for he has already described 
them as “having been brought forth by the word of truth” and  as “the 
first fruits among God’s creation” (v. 18). Why then does James state 
here that the word of God, the Scriptures, are “able to save your souls”? 
It is because the process of sanctification is likewise a necessary part of 
our eternal salvation. Having been born again, we are to become more 
and more set apart unto God and away from participation in that which 
is contrary to Him, i.e., that which is of the “world,” where “world” re-
fers to the fallen world that stands against God and His righteousness.

Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone 
loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. (1Jn 2:15)

While “justification” is the once-for-all declaration of God that the be-
liever is “righteous” before Him, “sanctification” is the inevitable, on-
going work by which the Ruach enables the believer to become what 
God has declared them to be, that is, to grow in holiness and thus to 
become more and more like Yeshua.
 In stating that the “implanted word” is “able to save your souls,” 
James makes it clear that the “word of God” in the “child of God” is a 
primary means by which God has ordained and brings about the sanc-
tification of His children. Given this fact, how greatly we ought to prize 
and cherish the word of God! As Calvin notes:

It is a high eulogy on heavenly truth, that we obtain through 
it a sure salvation; and this is added, that we may learn to seek 
and love and magnify the word as a treasure that is incompa-
rable. It is then a sharp goad to chastise our idleness, when he 
says that the word which we are wont to hear so negligently, 
is the means of our salvation, though for this purpose the 
power of saving is not ascribed to the word, as if salvation is 
conveyed by the external sound of the word, or as if the office 
of saving is taken away from God and transferred elsewhere; 
for James speaks of the word which by faith penetrates into 
the hearts of men, and by it means that God, the author of 
salvation, conveys it by his Gospel.1

1 Calvin, James, p. 296.
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22 – But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers 
who delude themselves.

 The opening word “But” translates the Greek δέ (de) which can just 
as well be translated as “and.” It would seem that James intends this 
sentence to begin with “and” since it is better understood to connect 
with the previous context than to what follows. Granted, the contrast 
between those who “hear” but do not “do” is made in the following 
verses, but as we have seen, the previous verse emphasizes the fact that 
for the believer in Yeshua, the word of God is “implanted” and thus be-
comes the very pattern by which the redeemed live and progress. The 
point of the current verse, then, is that “doing” is the sure mark of the 
true believer who has been given a new birth, one in whom the word of 
God has been and is being written upon the heart.
 To “prove” oneself means “to show the reality of what one truly 
is.” This is emphasized by the word γίνομαι (ginomai) which is here a 
present imperative in the Greek. Present imperatives often carry the 
sense of a necessary, regular action. Thus we could woodenly translate: 
“Keep on being doers of the word….” Here we have a clear emphasis 
upon a regular teaching of the Scriptures, namely, that genuine, saving 
faith in God will always cause the believer to grow in obedience to the 
word of God.
 Note as well that our verse emphasizes the fact that the believer’s 
sanctification is a cooperative work with God. As Paul writes:

So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in 
my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work 
out your salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who 
is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good plea-
sure. (Phil 2:12–13)

 Here we are admonished by the word of God to “work out our sal-
vation” because it is “God who is at work in you.” Thus, the life of faith 
is one of submitting to the leading of the Ruach, putting to death the 
deeds of the flesh, growing in the faith, and in conformity to that which 
pleases our God and Savior. And what are the guidelines for how we 
may know what pleases Him? “Doers of the word” is the answer.
 and not merely hearers who delude themselves. – Here James uses the 
word “hearers” to reference those who profess to be “believers” only 
because they have said “yes” to something they have heard, but in re-
ality have not received the gift of salvation which brings about a “new 
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birth” in them and thus a change in their “doing.” This reminds one of 
Yeshua’s words in Matt 7:22.

Many will say to Me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not 
prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, 
and in Your name perform many miracles?’ And then I will 
declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depArt from me, you who 
prActice LAwLessness.’ (Matt 7:22-23)

Here we see a picture of the final judgment day, when those who have 
deluded themselves into thinking that their saying “yes” to a religious 
appeal has earned them final salvation. They have been deceived by 
the words of men and have not submitted to the word of God. Instead 
of the word of God being “implanted” by the work of the Ruach, it has 
been brushed aside in favor of a man-made substitute.

23-24  For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a 
man who looks at his natural face in a mirror; for once he has looked 
at himself and gone away, he has immediately forgotten what kind 
of person he was.

 James now continues to describe what is the inevitable outcome of 
the  “implanted word” as it “lives” within the child of God. He thus be-
gins our verse with the connective “For” (ὅτι, hoti), which is used here 
to substantiate what he has taught us in the preceding verses.
 When a person professes to have received the divine gift of salva-
tion by faith in Yeshua, the proof that such a confession is true is the 
manner in which that person’s life and actions increasingly conform 
to the righteousness of God as revealed in the Scriptures. A man or 
woman who says they are a believer in Yeshua must “prove” their con-
fession by “being doers of the word,” (v. 22). For James has already told 
us that the means by which a person is saved is the very “implanted 
word which is able to save your souls” (v. 21), that is, the word of God as 
brought to life within the repentant believer by the Ruach HaKodesh. 
This being the case, one who is truly “born from above” will evidence 
the reality of being “made new” by how they live.
 As is the pattern of good teachers, James now gives us an illustra-
tion, in the pattern of a parable, to drive this fundamental point home. 
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To do so, he uses the metaphor of a mirror. In the ancient times, mirrors 
were made of polished metal, the finest of silver, and others of bronze,  
copper or tin,1 and often laid upon a table so that the one using the 
mirror bent over to see the reflection of his face. That he looks at “his 
natural face” (τὸ πρόσωπον τῆς γενέσεως), literally “the face of his birth,” 
means that he sees a true and accurate picture of his face.
 We should remember that a person’s “face” offers a positive iden-
tification of the person and James may be using this to illustrate that 
when a person looks in a mirror, he or she sees oneself as one truly is. 
Thus in the ancient world “face” was used to denote the whole person 
since one’s face offered the true identity of a person and thus distin-
guished one person from another. Obviously a person cannot see their 
face without the use of a mirror, and thus even in ancient times, the 
mirror was thought of as giving a true and accurate picture of oneself.2

 …for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has immediately for-
gotten what kind of person he was. – Here we see that James is using  “face” 
to represent the whole person, for after looking at his face in the mirror, 
he immediately forgets the truth about himself. The point of James’ 
illustration is that when a person looks at his face in the mirror, the 
image which he sees does not remain in his sight when he looks away 
or walks away from the mirror. In this sense, he has “forgotten” what 
he looks like because the exact image no longer is available for him to 
see until he returns again to view himself in the mirror. As Hendriksen 
notes:

We see ourselves daily in the reflection in a mirror: before we 
leave the house in the morning, during the course of the day, 
and several times in the evening. Mirrors are part of life. But 
the repeated returns to the mirror establish the point that our 
memories are like sieves.3 

The positive aspect of a mirror is that it gives a real and accurate picture 
of one’s face. But the negative aspect which James wishes to emphasis 
here, it that the “accurate picture” of what is seen in the mirror cannot 
be permanently fixed in one’s memory.

1 James Hastings, ed., A Dictionary of the Bible (Scribner’s Sons, 1900), 3.396; 
Ryken, Wilhoit, Longman III, eds. Dictionary of Biblical Imagery (IVP, 
1998), p. 560.

2 See Luke Timothy Johnson, James in The Anchor Bible NT (Yale Univ. 
Press, 2008), p. 208.

3 Hendricksen, James, p. 60.
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 This illustrates a key point regarding anyone who only hears the 
word of God but does not receive it and thus the transforming word of 
God is not internalized. The word of truth is not “implanted” through 
the exercise of faith, as the next verse makes clear.

25 – But one who looks intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, 
and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effec-
tual doer, this man will be blessed in what he does.

 When James writes of “one who looks intently,” he uses the Greek 
verb παρακύπτω (parakuptō) which pictures a person “bending over to 
see or look,” and thus describes not a passing notice or glance but an 
intentional investigation to know for certain that which is seen. This 
corresponds to the way mirrors were most often used in the ancient 
times, by placing the mirror on a table and bending over to see one’s 
face. Here, however, the “mirror” is the very word of God which, when 
illumined by the Ruach HaKodesh, allows the true believer to see the 
truth about themselves and more and more to align oneself to God’s 
own righteous ways.
 James begins this verse with the particle δέ (de) which in this case is 
clearly adversative, thus making a marked differentiation between the 
person who hears the word but does not receive it, and the one who 
“looks intently,” meaning comes to know the truth and receives it by 
faith.
 And what is the object so intently seen and investigated? It is the 
“perfect law, the law of liberty” (νόμον τέλειον τὸν τῆς ἐλευθερίας). This 
construction in the Greek indicates that the “law” (νόμον, nomon) is both 
“perfect” (τέλειον, teleion) and brings about “liberty” (ἐλευθερίας, eleuthe-
rias). The fact that there is one article (the word “the” governing both 
“perfect law” and “of liberty” indicates grammatically that the “law” is 
both “perfect” and “liberating,” i.e., brings freedom.
 Clearly James’ description of the “law” as both perfect and liberat-
ing makes it clear that he is talking about the Torah, the very Law of 
God given to Moses and proclaimed to Israel. Further, it seems very 
likely that James has Ps 19 in his mind as he, being carried along by the 
Ruach HaKodesh, wrote these words. For in Ps 19:7[8] we read:

The law of the Lord is perfect, restoring the soul; 
The testimony of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple. 
(Ps 19:7 [Hebrew v. 8])
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 Granted, the Lxx of this verse in Ps 19 does not use the same word 
for “perfect” (teleios) as we find in our James text. But the fact that the 
Greek word νόμος (nomos) is regularly used to translate the Hebrew ֹּתֹוָרה 
(torah) in the Lxx (89% of the times) would give strong support to the 
fact that James refers to the Torah of Moses (the first five books of the 
Tanach) when he speaks of “the perfect law.” Note also that Ps 19:7[8] 
has ὁ νόμος τοῦ κυρίου ἄμωμος (ho nomos tou kuriou amōmos) in the Lxx, 
once again translating ֹּתֹוָרה with the Greek nomos.
 What is meant by the Psalmist that “the Torah of Adonai is perfect?” 
The Hebrew word translated as “perfect” is ְֹּתִמיָמה (tamimah), which car-
ries the meanings “complete, without fault, free of blemish, impeccable, 
honest, devout.”1 This means that the Torah of Adonai is without any 
fault or imperfections. Thus, it portrays precisely God’s will and the 
very revelation of His own righteousness, for we must remember that 
the biblical Hebrew word ֹּתוָרה, torah has as its root meaning that of 
“teaching” or “describing that which is right.” Even as God is Himself 
perfect, eternally righteous and infinitely good, so the truth that He 
reveals is equally righteous and infinitely good. Further, that the He-
brew word tamim/tamimah indicates that which is “complete,” this also 
emphasizes the fact that in God’s teaching (Torah), He has given us 
all that we need to know Him in truth, to worship Him as He desires, 
and to align our lives to His righteous standards. We need not look for 
something additional to God’s inspired word, His Torah, in order to 
become what He desires us to be. And that He has endowed all who are 
His with His own Spirit, by His power we will inevitably progress in 
becoming trophies of His grace, becoming more and more conformed 
to the very image of Yeshua, for God has ordained that Yeshua should 
be the “first born among many brethren.”

For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become 
conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the 
firstborn among many brethren; (Rom 8:29) 

 The “perfect Law” is thus that which brings forth the will of God, 
for it describes the bondage of unbelievers and condemns those who 
are perishing, but for those who are regenerated by the Spirit, it leads to 
a life of conformity to the very righteous ways of God. As Calvin notes:

1 HALOT, “ָֹּתִמים,” p. 1748.
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As long as the law is preached by the external voice of man, 
and not inscribed by the finger and Spirit of God on the 
heart, it is but a dead letter, and as it were a lifeless thing. 
It is, then, no wonder that the law is deemed imperfect, and 
that it is the law of bondage; for as Paul teaches in Galatians 
4:24, separated from Christ, it generates to condemn and as 
he also shows to us in Romans 8:13, it can do nothing but 
fill us with diffidence and fear. But the Spirit of regeneration, 
who inscribes it on our inward parts, brings also the grace of 
adoption. It is, then, the same as though James had said, “The 
teaching of the law, let it no longer lead you to bondage, but, 
on the contrary, bring you to liberty; let it no longer be only 
a schoolmaster, but bring you to perfection: it ought to be 
received by you with sincere affection, so that you may lead 
a godly and a holy life.”1 

 …the law of liberty – Liberty is not the freedom to do whatever one 
desires, but rather, “the enablement to do what God desires.” But if 
we may take the illustration or parable James employs, if we are truly 
made new by the work of the Spirit Who indwells us, and if in fact we 
have become a new creation in Yeshua through faith in Him, then we 
must consider the Scriptures to be an “effectual mirror,” that is, having 
the ability to change us as we constantly look into its eternal truths. 
We are not like the person who sees his face in the mirror and then, 
having gone on his way, forgets what he has seen. Rather, through 
the indwelling and abiding Ruach, as we feast upon the word of God, 
we discover that it dwells within us, and by it we are more and more 
conformed to the very thoughts and perspectives of God Himself Who 
inspired the living word of the Scriptures and by Whose grace these 
eternal truths become our focus and our desire.
 This, then, is true liberty as the flesh, the sinful nature, is more and 
more put to death and we are enabled to obey God and to walk in a 
way that pleases Him. Surely the Spirit continues to war against the 
flesh, and the flesh against the Spirit, but the victory in this struggle 
is evident as we put to death the deeds of the flesh and are enabled, 
by God’s grace, to become increasingly conformed to His ways of righ-
teousness.
 Note carefully that the “law” to which James refers is the very 
word of God, all of it, including and even based upon the Torah which 
Moses brought down from Sinai and the subsequent revelations given 

1 Calvin, James, pp. 299–300.
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to Moses by God Himself. Far from replacing the Torah with the later 
Apostolic Scriptures as some teach, James is clearly establishing for us 
the utter necessity of the Torah and that it is the very foundation upon 
which the believer’s life of liberty is founded. 
 …and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual 
doer – The first and primary characteristic that James identifies as the 
mark of a true believer in Yeshua is that they “abide by it,” that is, they 
persevere in seeking to know the word of God and to live in accordance 
with its eternal truths regardless of the what it may cost to do so. Once 
again, the illustration of the previous verses is brought in to empha-
size what this looks like. The person who looks in the mirror and then 
leaves, immediately forgets the image he saw of his own face. In con-
trast, the believer “abides” in looking into the word of God and refuses 
to be sidetracked from this life-giving exercise. 
 This is a strong exhortation for each and everyone who confesses to 
be a follower of Yeshua, to have been redeemed by His death, resurrec-
tion, and His life of intercession for all who are His. For if we say that 
we have been adopted into His family (Eph 1:15) through true saving 
faith in Him, then we ought also to be known as “people of the word,” 
those who read it, study it, hide it in our hearts, and have as our pri-
marily goal in life to live in accordance with its eternal principles to the 
glory and honor of our Savior.
 And what is the primary characteristic that differentiates a true be-
liever in Yeshua from the one who only claims to be His? It is contained 
in James’ words, “an effectual doer” (ποιητὴς ἔργου, poiētēs ergou), liter-
ally “a doer of works.” This means a person is known by what they 
regularly do. This is how false prophets are to be recognized.

Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s 
clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will know 
them by their fruits. (Matt 7:15–16a)

 If we are truly “in the Messiah,” if we have died with Him and risen to 
new life in Him, then the manner in which we live: our thoughts, our 
words, our actions, our desires, and how we treat others, will be the 
final proof of the faith we profess to have. “Hearing” the word of truth 
is not enough. It must be internalized, submitted to, and lived out. But 
before we can live out God’s truth we must first know it. Only those 
who are enabled by the indwelling Spirit will persevere and grow in 
being trophies of God’s grace in this fallen world. Thus obeying God’s 
instructions and living in accordance with His righteousness are the 
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ultimate marks of all who have been made new by His grace.

Therefore if anyone is in Messiah, he is a new creature; the 
old things passed away; behold, new things have come. (2Cor. 
5:17)

 … this man will be blessed in what he does. – The blessing of the Lord 
comes upon those who obey Him. This statement of James reminds us 
of Ps 1.

How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of 
the wicked, nor stand in the path of sinners, nor sit in the seat 
of scoffers! But his delight is in the torah of the Lord, and in 
His torah he meditates day and night. He will be like a tree 
firmly planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in its 
season and its leaf does not wither; and in whatever he does, 
he prospers. (Ps 1:1–3)

 There are, however, two aspects to this final phrase of our verse, 
based upon the promise “will be blessed” (μακάριος…ἔσται).1 It means 
that the person who looks intently into God’s word and perseveres in 
it by living a life of obedience to the righteous precepts of God, will be 
blessed in what he does because living in obedience to God brings His 
blessing, even as Ps 1 teaches. But the blessing is not only in this tem-
poral world but also has an eternal dimension.  For the one who perse-
veres in obedience to God’s word proves himself to be a true child of 
God and thus receives the ultimate blessing of salvation and of eternal 
life in the very presence of Messiah Yeshua. This connects back to v. 12 
of our chapter:

Blessed is a man who perseveres under trial; for once he has 
been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the 
Lord has promised to those who love Him. (James 1:12)

 The application of these verses is clear: if we name the Name of 
Yeshua as our Savior and Lord, and profess to be redeemed by His mar-
velous grace, then knowing and living in accordance with His word 
will more and more characterize our lives. Not merely hearing, but do-
ing what He commands and desires is the true mark of saving faith.

1 Using the word order of the Greek, this phrase would be “this one 
blessed in what he does will be” (οὗτος μακάριος ἐν τῇ ποιήσει αὐτοῦ ἔσται.)
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26 – If anyone thinks himself to be religious, and yet does not bridle 
his tongue but deceives his own heart, this man’s religion is worth-
less.

 In the final two verses of chapter one, James is drawing together the 
general principles he has emphasized in the previous context, i.e., vers-
es 22–25, and giving concrete terms to themes that will be emphasized 
throughout the epistle. These final verses of our chapter conclude the 
theme of self-deception that has knitted all of vv. 13–27 together.
 In vv. 13–15, the person who blames God for his sinful behavior is 
deceived (v. 16) and is an impostor, cloaked in religious garb but hav-
ing never experienced the life-changing reality that is the result of true 
saving faith and the indwelling Spirit of God. Such life-changing work 
is then described by James in vv. 17–18 which describe the abundant 
good that God accomplishes for His children, who have been “brought 
forth,” that is, “born again” by the “word of truth,” and are thereby the 
“first fruits” of the final, redemptive harvest.
 Then, in vv. 19–25 James points out important characteristics of those 
who have been redeemed by faith in Yeshua. These include “quick to 
hear, slow to speak, and slow to anger” and “doers of the word,” that is, 
having lives that align with the truth of the Scriptures.
 In one sense, then, the admonition regarding a proper use of the 
tongue, caring for the poor and disadvantaged, and keeping oneself 
unstained by the world which we have in these concluding verses of 
chapter one, form a fitting crescendo to James’ emphasis upon godly 
wisdom which is to characterize the life of all who are true disciples of 
Yeshua.
 If anyone thinks himself to be religious – First, in instructing his readers 
in what it means to serve God, he describes how not to serve Him, and 
then in the following verse (v. 27), he gives key characteristics of genu-
ine service to the Almighty. 
 Thus, James describes some characteristics of the impostor, that is, 
one who “thinks himself to be religious” but bears no true relationship 
with God. The use of the verb “thinks” emphasizes that such a person  
relies on his own definition of “religion” and does not test his own 
thoughts against the measure of God’s word. As such, he is self-de-
ceived in thinking that his “religious actions” are the sum and sub-
stance of what is necessary to obtain the grace of God.

To be sure, many people believe that church attendance, pray-
ing, or even fasting is the equivalent of being religious. Not 
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so, says James, because such activity may be merely outward 
show. That is formalism, not religion.1 

 The adjective “religious” which James uses, (θρησκὸς, thrēskos) is 
found only here in the Apostolic Scriptures. The corresponding noun 
θρησκεία,  thrsk̄eia) however, which is also used  in  vv. 26 & 27,  is found 
two other times in the Apostolic Scriptures (Acts 26:5, Col 2:18) and 
carries the meaning: 

an expression of devotion to transcendent beings, esp. as it 
expresses itself in cultic rites, worship….2 

Thus, the word “religion” is not necessarily negative, for James goes 
on to describe “true worship,” using the same Greek word. The point 
is this: those who engage in religious ritual but whose lives are not 
characterized by an increasing conformity to the “law of liberty” (v. 
25), that is, the revealed will of God, are self-deceived and likewise are 
seeking to deceive others into thinking that their religious activities are 
the sum and substance of true worship to God.
 It is important to be reminded that the Hebrew word-group some-
times translated in our English Bibles as “worship” is ֲעבָֹדה/ָעַבד  
(‘āvad/’āvodah) which basically carries the sense of “service” or “work.”3 
Note, for example, Deut 6:13, 10:20.

You shall fear only the Lord your God; and you shall worship  
[serve] Him (ְוֹאתֹו ַתֲעבֹד) and swear by His name. (Deut 6:13)

You shall fear the Lord your God; you shall serve Him (ֹאתֹו 
 .and cling to Him, and you shall swear by His name (ַתֲעבֹד
(Deut 10:20)

 This opening phrase of our verse is a call for each of us to assess our 
true motivations and our true intentions as we gather together in our 
respective communities to worship and as we live out our faith in all 
aspects of our lives. In the so-called “Messianic movement,” the inclu-
sion by some of the many rabbinic and synagogue traditions offer dan-

1 Hendricksen, James, p. 64.
2 BDAG, “θρησκεία,” p. 459.
3 For other references using ‘āvodah in the sense of “worship,” see also Ex 

12:25; 13:5; Num 4:47; 1Chron 9:28; Neh 10:38; 1Chron 28:14; 2Chron 
34:13 (often translated as “service”[to the Lord].
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gerous paths which could well lead to thinking that participating in 
the “traditions” is the sum and substance of true religion. We must be 
diligent to distinguish between man-made traditions and that which is 
commanded by God. Surely if traditions are used honestly to remind 
and help in being diligent to obey God’s commandments, then these are 
worthy. But it is easy to allow traditions to become the focus and to lose 
the very substance to which the traditions were to point. Once again, 
the word of God, the Scriptures, are the touch-stone against which all 
aspects of our faith must be tested and shown to be true.
 …and yet does not bridle his tongue but deceives his own heart – James 
once again brings up our “speaking” (v. 19) as a primary “litmus test” 
of a life characterized by a growing, genuine faith which honors God 
by living righteously. It is obvious as we consider the whole of this epis-
tle, that for James, the use of the tongue is an essential element of living 
in a way that honors the Lord and proves our true desire “to grow in 
the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior, Yeshua the Messiah” 
(2Pet 3:18). For in 3:1–12 he will discuss the great evil that can be done 
by the tongue; in 4:1–12 he will give more examples of impure speech, 
and in 5:9ff he teaches us not to grumble or to engage in false oaths. 
 In our current text he uses the metaphor of the horse and bridle 
(χαλιναγωγέω, xalinagōgeō) to describe what it means to be “slow to 
speak” (v. 19). The bridle and bit in the tender mouth of a horse enables 
the rider to turn or slow, or even bring the animal to a standstill.
 But how does the “bridle” metaphor work in James’ teaching? The 
primary answer is to consider who holds the reins of the bridle. If the 
metaphoric reins are held by the unbeliever himself, that is, he is re-
lying upon his own inward strength to bridle his tongue, he will fail. 
For the unbeliever has no desire to control his tongue but will use it to 
satisfy his own desires and goals. Being controlled by his own self-ser-
vicing desires, he has no ability to “bridle his tongue” for the sake of 
others. Indeed, the unregenerate heart is unable to please God (Rom 
8:8) and to consistently put what pleases Him above the desires of the 
flesh. Jeremiah describes the unregenerate heart this way:

The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately 
sick; Who can understand it? (Jer 17:9)

 For the true believer, however, the Ruach HaKodesh, the Spirit of 
God, is constantly moving the child of God to follow His leading, to 
put to death the deeds of the flesh and to live righteously. Thus, by the 
strength and knowledge given by the Spirit, the child of God grows in  
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the spiritual ability to put to death the desires of the flesh and to submit 
to the righteous ways of God. Moreover, when the believer gives in to 
the sinful flesh, the Spirit grieves, and His grieving inevitably brings 
the child of God to repentance and thus to growth in living righteously 
as a trophy of God’s grace and power.
 Note also James’ teaching in our verse, that the one who does not 
bridle his tongue “deceives his own heart.” This teaches us that the 
“religious unbeliever,” when considering his own needs as of highest 
importance, is self-deceived into thinking that this is proper and good, 
so that putting others down in order to exalt himself is normal and 
right. But in reality, this is a deception of the “natural man.”

But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of 
God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot under-
stand them, because they are spiritually appraised. (1Cor 2:14)

 …this man’s religion is worthless. The primary quality of “true reli-
gion” is to do that which pleases God and not to live in a manner that 
puts one’s own desires above Him. A religion that puts man’s own de-
sires as primary is worthless because, as God defines “religion,” that 
is, true worship, any religion that puts anything or anyone as having 
greater value than God, is by its very nature, “false.” Surely, then, to 
put one’s own desires and fleshly values as primary is to put God in 
a secondary position, and thus to live as though there is a power and 
will greater than God, which is blasphemy. “…Let God be found true, 
though every man be found a liar.” (Rom 3:4)
 The Greek word translated “worthless” is μάταιος (mataios) which 
carries the sense of “useless, fruitless, powerless, or even lacking 
truth.” That which is “worthless” cannot achieve that for which some-
one would seek to use it. It is like someone trying to chop down a large 
tree with a pocket knife!
 This is the third time James has admonished his readers not to  de-
ceive themselves (cf. 1:16, 22). As an apostle, James is fully aware of 
counterfeit “religions” that are entirely concerned with outward forms 
of “religious practice,” going through the motions of their religious 
ceremonies as though they are honoring God, but according to James, 
their “speech” gives them away. If then, the unbridled tongue is a mark 
of “worthless religion,” let us who are true followers of Yeshua, commit 
ourselves to put away any manner of “evil speech” (lashon hara) and to 
let our conversations be for the glory of God and for the strengthening 
of one another in the faith.
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27 – Pure and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Father 
is this: to visit orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep 
oneself unstained by the world.

 Now James reinforces a foundational truth, namely, that those who 
are truly born from above will seek to know the truth as God has giv-
en it, not as formulated by fallen mankind. He therefore gives God’s 
definition of true religion. He does so, not by giving us a comprehen-
sive definition of “pure religion” nor giving us the details of true and 
acceptable “worship,” as though there is one acceptable “form” God re-
quires. What James does give us is the basic and foundational elements 
upon which all true religion is based, namely that one who has been 
given true saving faith will therefore seek to put God and His will as 
first in all things. And as a result, he will also have a self-giving love 
for others. In doing so he follows the teaching of Yeshua, Who, when 
asked “which is the great commandment of the Torah?” He answered 
by quoting Lev 19:18.

One of them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, 
“Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Torah? 
And He said to him, ‘you shALL Love the Lord your god with 
ALL your heArt, And with ALL your souL, And with ALL your mind.’ 
This is the great and foremost commandment. The second is 
like it, ‘you shALL Love your neighbor As yourseLf.’ On these two 
commandments depend the whole Torah and the Prophets.” 
(Matt 22:35–40)

 James speaks of “true religion” as “pure and undefiled” (καθαρὰ καὶ 
ἀμίαντος). “Pure” (καθαρός, katharos) carries the basic sense of “being clean 
or free of adulterating matter.”1 This word was used both of physical 
substances as well as metaphorically of one’s thoughts, actions, etc. 
“Undefiled” (ἀμίαντος, amiantos) is used in the Greek literature in a figu-
rative manner, dealing with morals or religious values, but also of sub-
stances. This same term is used by the writer of Hebrews to describe 
Yeshua our heavenly High Priest.

For it was fitting for us to have such a high priest, holy, inno-
cent, undefiled, separated from sinners and exalted above the 
heavens; (Heb 7:26)

1 BDAG, “καθαρός,” p. 489.
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 In our text, the doublet “pure and undefiled” should most likely 
be taken as a hendiadys,1 meaning that the two words are combined 
to offer a single meaning, namely, that the worship God ordains and 
receives is completely pure, meaning it is in line with His infinite ho-
liness, and therefore cannot be added to by that which is contrary to 
Him.
 …in the sight of our God and Father is this – This phrase is added to 
emphasize that the definition of religion that is “pure and undefiled” 
is not something that changes over time, for the eternal God Who does 
not change is therefore always defining what He will accept as the wor-
ship given by His people.
 The phrase “in the sight of” answers to the Hebraic sense of “before 
God” (ִלְפֵני ֳאֹלִהים / ִלְפֵני יהוה), used throughout the Torah to express the 
very presence of God in dealing with mankind. The point is clear: God 
is active in the worship and religion of His people. He is not far off or 
somehow vacant. Whether our lives as individuals or as gathered to-
gether in the ekklesia Yeshua promised to build, He is here with us, and 
thus His very presence must define that which is “pure and undefiled 
religion.” How do we know what that is? Once again, we go to the 
Scriptures and allow them to guide us in that which our Lord receives. 
Our worship is our service to Him, and our service to Him must be in 
line with His self-revelation in the written word and in the incarnate 
Word, Yeshua our Messiah.
 …to visit orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself un-
stained by the world. – Now James gives two examples, which again are 
not an exhaustive list, but rather define what it is to “love God” and to 
“love one’s neighbor as oneself.” Both of these represent people who, by 
no fault of their own, are unable to “pay back” the kindness someone 
shows them. 
 The sense of the word “to visit” (ἐπισκέπτομαι, episkeptomai) as used 
in the Scriptures, means more than just stopping by to see someone for 
a short time. “To visit” in the Hebrew Scriptures takes on the sense of 
“to care for,” “to bring help,” and even “to reckon things according to 
justice.” Note, for instance, Ps 106:4–5, in which the Psalmist prays for 
God’s visitation.

1 “Hendiadys,” literally meaning “one through two,” is a literary conven-
tion often found in the Hebrew and Greek of the biblical text, meaning 
“the expression of a single meaning by two words connected with “and.” 
An example in English would be the expression “that is ‘well and good.’” 
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Remember me, O Lord, in Your favor toward Your people; 
Visit me with Your salvation, that I may see the prosperity of 
Your chosen ones, that I may rejoice in the gladness of Your 
nation, that I may glory with Your inheritance. (Ps 106:5–6)

To “visit the orphans and the widows in their distress” is to be the 
hands and feet of the Almighty Himself Who promises to care for those 
who are helpless, and orphans and widows were used as an illustration 
of individuals who often have great needs.

A father to the fatherless, a defender of widows, is God in His 
holy dwelling. (Ps. 68:5)

The Lord watches over the alien and sustains the fatherless 
and the widow. (Ps. 146:9)

He defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and 
loves the alien. (Deut. 10:18)

 “Pure and undefiled religion” is when we truly desire to be like 
Him, to walk in the footsteps of our Messiah, Yeshua, and to please 
Him by living in accordance with His own desires and holiness.
  …and to keep oneself unstained by the world. – God has given us the 
example we are to follow, and that example is Yeshua Himself. He is 
the perfect example of what it means to “be in the world but not of the 
world” (Jn 17:14). Thus, the two aspects, to “love God” and to “love one’s 
neighbor” are not contrary to each other. We do not keep ourselves“ 
unstained by the world” by isolating ourselves from the world. We are 
to be lights to the dark world, showing and telling forth the glories of 
our God and the salvation He has secured through the work of His 
Son, Yeshua. But as we are to be “in the world,” we are not in any way 
to mimic the things of the world, i.e., that which is contrary to God and 
His righteous ways. Rather, we are to practice godliness. Peter, in his 
second epistle, reminds us that we are to be constantly anticipating the 
return of our Lord Yeshua, and he writes:

Therefore, beloved, since you look for these things, be dili-
gent to be found by Him in peace, spotless and blameless…. 
(2Pet 3:14)
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Chapter Two
commentary

1 – My brethren, do not hold your faith in our glorious Lord Yeshua  
Messiah with an attitude of personal favoritism.

 In the final verses of chapter one, James has given us a conclusion 
to the general topic he emphasized in the previous context, that is, the 
clear differences between true and spurious religion. True religion is 
one that flows from the renewed heart of a child of God through faith 
in Yeshua and the sanctifying work of the Spirit. Spurious religion, 
which James labels as “worthless” (1:26), is merely “going through the 
motions” of religious practices without having experienced the genu-
ine redemptive work of God by which the believer is enabled to “put to 
death the deeds of the flesh” (Rom 8:13).
 In the previous context, James likewise identifies the character of 
“true religion” as conforming to Lev 19:18 and the teaching of Yeshua 
based upon this Torah text as found in Matt 22:35–40, that the “great 
commandment” in the “Torah of liberty” is to have a true love for God 
which inevitably produces a genuine love for one’s neighbor. Then 
James sums up these two aspects in the final verse of chapter one:

Pure and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Fa-
ther is this: to visit orphans and widows in their distress, and 
to keep oneself unstained by the world. (James 1:27)

 For “one’s neighbor” he singles out “orphans” and “widows” to 
represent those in greatest need and who, without help, will often be 
impoverished. James expresses “loving God” by “keeping oneself un-
stained by the world,” that is, living in obedience to God’s command-
ments with the goal of bringing Him honor and glory. The primary 
emphasis that James has given us so far is this: genuine, saving faith is 
inevitably seen in a life that is more and more characterized by obedi-
ence to God and His revealed will in the Word incarnate and the writ-
ten word of Scripture.
 Now, in this second chapter of James, he develops this crucial truth 
by giving us very practical examples of how faith in Yeshua will be 
lived out by those who profess to be His disciples. In fact, this theme, 
i.e., what it is that characterizes the integrity of faith in Yeshua, will 
dominate the remainder of this epistle, and this can be seen when one 
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collates the use of the word “faith” throughout this epistle. Stulac offers 
this overview:

1:3 The goal: to treat trials as testings of faith in order to de-
velop perseverance and to become mature and complete.
1:6 An illustration: that those needing wisdom in their trials 
should ask God, but ask in faith.
2:1 An application of genuine faith: that we are not to hold 
faith in Christ with favoritism in our treatment of people.
2:5 The matter of true value: to be rich in faith, not rich in 
money.
2:14–26 The theological unity: faith and deeds (with the term 
faith used eleven times in this section).
5:15 The concluding emphasis: that we are to pray in faith.1

 My brethren… – James is obviously addressing believers as he uses 
“family language” to characterize the local assembly, for all who are 
“in Messiah” are adopted children in the family of God. He has used 
“brethren” three times in the previous chapter (1:2, 16, 19) and we will 
encounter the use of “brethren” again in v. 5. When “brethren” (ἀδελφοί, 
adelphoi) is used in this way, it is not identifying gender, but rather is 
used figuratively of

a person viewed as a brother in terms of a close affinity, 
brother, fellow member, member, associate….2 

 Further, that James used the personal pronoun “my” emphasizes 
the fact that even though he was physically a brother with Yeshua, such 
close physical ties did not in any way diminish the reality of his “broth-
erly” association with all believers in the body of Messiah.
 Such language illustrates the very truth James intends for us to 
learn from this inspired text, namely, that union with Messiah in His 
death and resurrection necessarily binds all believers to each other 
in the ekklesia Yeshua promised to build. Granted, this close bond is 
most evident and lived out in one’s local assembly, but it likewise is 
experienced as believers meet each other in other spheres of life. Once 
again, this emphasizes the high priority each member should have for 
maintaining regular attendance in their own local assembly. Here, once 
again, we are reminded by the language James uses, that life in Yeshua 

1 George Stulac, James in The IVP NT Commentary (IVP, 1993), p. 88.
2 BDAG, “ἀδελφός,” p. 18.
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is not purely or only an individual experience but binds the believer to 
a community of faith in which serving one another is an essential mark 
of genuine faith in Yeshua.
 … do not hold your faith – The NASB uses “hold your faith” to trans-
late the Greek verb ἔχετε (exete < ἔχω, exō), “to possess or contain, have, 
own” or “to have, hold, to grip something.” Or another way to under-
stand the language James is using here is that true faith in Yeshua must 
be expressed by a life that honors Him. To say that one has faith in 
Yeshua yet lives in a way the dishonors Him, is to prove that person’s 
profession of faith is false.
 … in our glorious Lord Yeshua Messiah – The object of true saving faith 
is that of the Lord Yeshua Messiah, for it is in Him and in Him alone 
that salvation is to be obtained. Yeshua proclaimed this Himself when 
He stated to Thomas:

Yeshua said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; 
no one comes to the Father but through Me.” (Jn 14:6)

 The phrase “our glorious Lord Yeshua Messiah” (τοῦ κυρίου ἡμῶν 
Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ τῆς δόξης) is a bit ambiguous as to how the word “glorious” 
is to be understood. This is because in the Greek, the word order is this 
way: “not in favoritism you are to hold your faith in our Lord Yeshua 
Messiah of glory” (μὴ ἐν προσωπολημψίαις ἔχετε τὴν πίστιν τοῦ κυρίου ἡμῶν 
Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ τῆς δόξης). The genitive (possessive) “of glory” could there-
fore be taken either to mean “our glorious Lord Yeshua Messiah,” as an 
adjective expressing the greatness of our Savior, or as “our Lord Yeshua 
Messiah of glory” meaning “our Lord Yeshua Messiah Who now dwells in 
the glory of heaven.”
 Similar phrases are found in Acts 7:2 and 1Cor 2:8.

And he said, “Hear me, brethren and fathers! The God of glo-
ry appeared to our father Abraham when he was in Mesopo-
tamia, before he lived in Haran, (Acts 7:2)

… the wisdom which none of the rulers of this age has un-
derstood; for if they had understood it they would not have 
crucified the Lord of glory; (1Cor 2:8)

 It seems very likely that James has in mind the visible glory of God 
spoken of in the Tanach, especially in connection with the glory that 
was manifested at Sinai, in the Tabernacle, and that filled Solomon’s 
temple, referred to in later rabbinic literature as the Shekinah.
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The glory of the Lord rested on Mount Sinai, and the cloud 
covered it for six days; and on the seventh day He called to 
Moses from the midst of the cloud. And to the eyes of the 
sons of Israel the appearance of the glory of the Lord was like 
a consuming fire on the mountain top. (Ex 24:16–17)

Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of 
the LORD filled the tabernacle. (Ex 40:34)

Now when Solomon had finished praying, fire came down 
from heaven and consumed the burnt offering and the sac-
rifices, and the glory of the Lord filled the house. The priests 
could not enter into the house of the Lord because the glory 
of the Lord filled the Lord’s house. (2Chron 7:1–2)

 Given the fact that “glory” is so often used to denote the visible 
presence of the Almighty, it seems certain that when James refers to Ye-
shua as “the Lord of glory,” he is making an emphatic reference to Yesh-
ua’s deity and thus to the fact that Yeshua manifests the very presence 
of the eternal, uncreated God. To be in the presence of Yeshua is to be 
in the very presence of יהוה, Adonai. Moreover, we are to be constantly 
reminded that Yeshua is the eschatological Judge before Whom all will 
stand. One commentator, having pointed out that Yeshua’s glory will 
be seen when He returns to judge mankind (cf. Matt 16:27; 24:30; James 
5:9), writes:

These meanings are also common in the NT usage of the 
term, especially the eschatological sense… The idea in James, 
then, is probably related to this area of the term’s meaning, 
for James clearly thinks about the exalted Christ and his re-
turn to judge (e.g. 5:7ff.). Thus those who hold “the faith of 
our glorious Lord” with partiality are not debasing just any 
belief, but rather a faith-commitment in the one exalted Lord 
Jesus whose glory will be fully revealed in eschatological 
judgment. As the tone implies, this is no matter for casual-
ness or trifling; final judgment is at stake.1

 … with an attitude of personal favoritism. – Having emphasized that 
the very object of our faith is Yeshua Messiah, the Lord of glory, James 
reminds us once again that if the goal of our faith is to be like Him, then 
surely we cannot express proper faith by engaging in “personal favor-

1 Peter H. Davids, James in NIGTC (Eerdmans, 1982), p. 107.
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itism,” that is, considering any fellow believer as less important simply 
because of their station in life. For after all, did not Yeshua Himself 
leave the glory of heaven to dwell in this fallen world so that He could 
save those who were unworthy of His grace? Yes, of course He did!

For you know the grace of our Lord Yeshua Messiah, that 
though He was rich, yet for your sake He became poor, so 
that you through His poverty might become rich. (2Cor 8:9)

 The “an attitude of personal favoritism” in the NASB actually translates 
just one word in the Greek, προσωπολημψία (prosōpolēmpsia), a compound 
word made up of πρόσωπον (prosōpon, “face”) and λῆμψις (lēmpsis, “to 
receive something”). This answers to the Hebrew idiom ָנָׂשא ֶּפן  (nāsā’ 
pen), “to lift up the face,” which means “to accept someone.” Note, as an 
example,” Gen 32:20.

…and you shall say, ‘Behold, your servant Jacob also is be-
hind us.’” For he said, “I will appease him with the present 
that goes before me. Then afterward I will see his face; per-
haps he will accept me [literally “he will lift up my face”].
(Gen 32:20)1 

 Thus, the idiom itself, both in the Hebrew as well as the Greek, de-
scribes treating someone on the basis of their appearance (their “face”) 
rather than on the greater reality that all people are created in the im-
age of God. And the example James uses in the next verses is that of 
economic status or one’s general station in life.

2–4  For if a man comes into your assembly with a gold ring and 
dressed in fine clothes, and there also comes in a poor man in dirty 
clothes, and you pay special attention to the one who is wearing the 
fine clothes, and say, “You sit here in a good place,” and you say to 
the poor man, “You stand over there, or sit down by my footstool,” 
have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become judg-
es with evil motives?
  
 When James writes of “a man” coming into “your assembly,” he 
obviously has the local community of believers in view. Moreover, 
since he writes “your assembly,” he gives us an insight into the man-
ner in which local assemblies are defined, i.e., those who have made a 

1 For other examples, cf. Deut 10:17; Job 32:21; Prov 18:5.
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commitment to be part of a given faith community and thereby have 
ownership as regards the community’s needs, viability, and progress.
 It is important to note that the NASB “assembly”translates the Greek 
συναγωγὴ (sunagōgē, “synagogue; a place of assembly; an assembly”) and 
not, as one might expect, the Greek word ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia). While the 
Greek word sunagōgē can have a general meaning of a “gathering,” in 
the Apostolic Scriptures it is the word most often used to denote the 
common place where people gathered to read and study the Tanach.1 
That James uses it here reminds us that the early followers of Yeshua, 
whether Jew or Gentile, met together in their communities in a syna-
gogue fashion.
 James speaks of “a man” who comes into the synagogue. While 
James uses “a man” where Greek has ἀνήρ (anēr, “an adult human 
male”), the word can also carry the sense of “someone” or “a person.”2 
In fact, here James is giving us an illustration and no doubt describing 
a common situation in the first century communities of believers, albeit 
with a certain amount of hyperbole. For first he describes a person who 
dresses well and has golden jewelry, both of which indicate that he 
is financially well off. He compares such a person with someone who 
comes to the gathering in “dirty clothes” which would likely indicate 
that the person does not own an abundance of clothes and therefore 
may often wear the same clothes for work as well as for public gather-
ings, giving us a picture of someone who is not financially wealthy.
 What takes place in the illustration James gives is that the one who 
appears wealthy is given priority in terms of seating while the more 
impoverished person must stand or sit on the floor. While we might 
consider this to have been a problem in the ancient society of James’ 
day, we should immediately recognize that a similar problem may well 
exist in our own times.

Taking this parable to heart is a spiritual exercise that leads 
to self-indictment for many Americans. The parable requires 
little modification to fit in contemporary culture.3

1 The word συναγωγὴ, sunagōgē is found 56 times in the Gospels (34x), Acts 
(19x), James (1x), and Revelation (2x).

2 BDAG, “ἀνήρ,” p. 79.
3 Kurt A. Richardson, James in New American Commentary (Broadman & 

Holman Pub., 1997), p. 113.
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  …have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become judges 
with evil motives? – In the time of James, it may well be that a significant 
distinction was that of Jewish or non-Jewish “status” within the assem-
bly of believers. It seems very possible that there were Jewish believers 
who had a very difficult time accepting non-Jewish believers on equal 
ground with other Jewish believers. Surely James uses an illustration of 
economic diversity, but this too may have been the case when compar-
ing Jewish members and non-Jewish members of the believing commu-
nity.
 James therefore rightly decries the “distinctions” that are made 
when such distinctions go contrary to the Scriptures. For in the Tanach 
itself, the “foreigner” (ֵּגר, ger) and the “native born” are governed by the 
same “Torah.”

As for the assembly, there shall be one statute for you and for 
the alien who sojourns with you, a perpetual statute through-
out your generations; as you are, so shall the alien be before 
the Lord. There is to be one torah and one ordinance for you 
and for the ger who sojourns with you. (Num 15:15-16)

There shall be one standard for you; it shall be for the stranger 
as well as the native, for I am the Lord your God. (Lev 24:22)

 Note carefully that James spells out the source of the problem. 
Those who make such distinctions do so as self-appointed “judges with 
evil motives.” The Greek διακρίνω (diakrinō) which the NASB translates 
“made distinctions” may also carry the sense of “to elevate” and may 
therefore indicate that by judging others as less worthy, the evil mo-
tives are that of self-elevation.
 The antidote for such evil actions is to set our hearts and minds 
upon Yeshua, always considering what He has done for us, and who 
and what we would be apart from His saving life. For if He left the glo-
ries of heaven to redeem those who were “dead in trespasses and sin” 
(Eph 2:1), then surely we must receive one another, not on the basis of 
our own position, but on the basis of our position in Yeshua. All who 
are His are seated with Him in the heavenlies (Eph 2:6).
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5–6 Listen, my beloved brethren: did not God choose the poor of 
this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which He 
promised to those who love Him? But you have dishonored the poor 
man. Is it not the rich who oppress you and personally drag you into 
court? Do they not blaspheme the fair name by which you have been 
called?

 Having used the rich and poor persons in the previous verses as an 
illustration of favoritism, James now emphasizes how wrong it is for 
children within the family of God to act in this way. For as children of 
God, lovingly adopted into His family, it follows that we should seek 
to emulate Him in our own perspectives and actions. Moreover, the 
impetus to favor the rich person over someone who is impoverished 
derives from selfishness, for the motive in such favoritism is that one 
might gain something from the wealthy which could not be gained 
from the poor. And ultimately, selfishness portrays ungratefulness, for 
the believer should recognize that being in the family of God is entire-
ly a matter of His grace and not something anyone deserves on his or 
her own merits. As we come truly to recognize the unmeasured gift of 
God’s grace in our eternal salvation, we are enabled to truly love one 
another.
 Listen, my beloved brethren… – James uses the command or impera-
tive, “listen”(Ἀκούσατε, acousate), to emphasize the fundamental impor-
tance of this teaching. The fact that he once again addresses his readers 
as “beloved brethren” (cf. 1:16; 1:19) goes to the heart of his message, 
namely, that God poured out His love upon us when we were entirely 
impoverished in our own sin, for in our spiritual poverty, we had no 
ability to gain favor with God. As Paul writes to the Ephesians:

…remember that you were at that time separate from Messiah, 
excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to 
the covenants of the promise, having no hope and without 
God in the world. (Eph 2:12)

Obviously, the Greek ἀδελφοί, adelphoi, translated as “brethren,” is used 
in the Apostolic Scriptures to denote “followers of Yeshua,” those who 
received Him as the promised Messiah and therefore, when the context 
warrants it, can denote both male & female. Note, for example, Matt 
25:40:

The King will answer and say to them, ‘Truly I say to you, 
to the extent that you did it to one of these brothers of Mine, 
even the least of them, you did it to Me.’ (Matt 25:40)
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 …did not God choose the poor of this world to be rich in faith – The open-
ing “did not God” casts the sentence into a rhetorical question to which 
the answer is “Yes, surely!” James thus appeals to God’s sovereign elec-
tion of sinners. James’ point is that God’s choice is in no way effected by 
the status of the one chosen. God’s choosing of those He would save is 
entirely a matter of His own sovereign will, for all those He sovereignly 
draws to Himself are sinners who, left to themselves, are fully impov-
erished in their sin and have no power in themselves to change their 
condemned status.
 We must therefore inquire as to what James means here when he 
speaks of “the poor of this world.” The Greek reads τῷ κόσμῳ πλουσίους, 
“the poor in the world.” Taking the dative to be a “dative of reference,” 
the meaning would be “those who are poor in the world’s eyes.” How-
ever, James makes it clear that the “world’s” assessments of values are  
in direct opposition to God’s assessments.

Pure and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Fa-
ther is this: to visit orphans and widows in their distress, and 
to keep oneself unstained by the world. (James 1:27)

And the tongue is a fire, the very world of iniquity; the tongue 
is set among our members as that which defiles the entire 
body, and sets on fire the course of our life, and is set on fire 
by hell. (James 3:6)

You adulteresses, do you not know that friendship with the 
world is hostility toward God? Therefore whoever wishes 
to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God. 
(James 4:4)

Thus, taken in this sense, “the poor in the world” could well mean 
“those who are viewed by the world as poor,” that is, they do not par-
ticipate in those things that the world considers important, that is, 
self-fulfillment in the sinful pleasures of the world.
 Some manuscripts have “the poor of [this] world”1 which would 
emphasize those who are impoverished in terms of possessions, etc. It 
seems very likely that this reading came about in an attempt to over-
come the ambiguity of the text so that it would be read as relating to 
those who were economically poor. But the majority of the manuscripts 
have “the poor in the world,” and it seems this is surely the proper 
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reading.
 But is this status of “poor” one of material wealth or spiritual 
wealth? The earlier context makes it clear that the two categories are 
marked by one’s clothing and jewelry, which surely indicates material 
wealth. But it seems quite clear that James uses material wealth or pov-
erty to illustrate spiritual wealth or poverty. For those who are mature 
believers and are also rich financially have come to affirm that apart 
from God’s grace and mercy they have nothing. And this is likewise 
the affirmation of believers who are not wealthy financially, for they 
too have come to affirm that apart from God’s grace they have no hope. 
In both cases, true wealth or riches is seen to be in the abundant grace 
God has given to those He has chosen and drawn into an eternal rela-
tionship with Him, having adopted them as sons and daughters into 
His family. To have the eternal, all powerful and loving God as one’s 
Father is to be rich indeed!
 Paul makes the same assessment:

For consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many 
wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble; 
but God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame 
the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to 
shame the things which are strong, and the base things of the 
world and the despised God has chosen, the things that are 
not, so that He may nullify the things that are, so that no man 
may boast before God. (1Cor 1:26–29)

 …and heirs of the kingdom which He promised to those who love Him? – 
True wealth is that of eternal salvation. Having become the adopted 
children of God through faith in Yeshua, all who are born again by the 
Spirit of God have become “heirs of the kingdom.” Yeshua alone is the 
natural heir, and we as adopted children become “fellow heirs” with 
Him.

The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are chil-
dren of God, and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and fel-
low heirs with Messiah, if indeed we suffer with Him so that 
we may also be glorified with Him. (Rom 8:16–17)

The “kingdom” speaks of eternity in which sin and sorrow will be no 
more, and the love of God in Yeshua will be eternally experienced by 
all who are His.
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 Note carefully that James identifies believers as  “those who love 
Him.” In other words, all who are true children of God through faith in 
Yeshua, and who have therefore been adopted into His family, will ver-
ify their standing in grace by lives that conform more and more to that 
which pleases God. This is what it means to “love God,” as the Shema 
reminds us.

Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord is one! You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your might. These words, which I am com-
manding you today, shall be on your heart. You shall teach 
them diligently to your sons and shall talk of them when you 
sit in your house and when you walk by the way and when 
you lie down and when you rise up. (Deut 6:4–6)

This is what Paul means in Rom 8:16 when he identifies true believers 
as those who are willing to “suffer with Him so that we may also be 
glorified with Him.” True faith perseveres even if this means enduring 
times of suffering.

By this, love is perfected with us, so that we may have confi-
dence in the day of judgment; because as He is, so also are we 
in this world. (1Jn 4:17)

 But you have dishonored the poor man. – In the believing community, to 
treat differently those who are financially wealthy and those who are 
not is to undermine the truth that all who are in Messiah are equally 
rich in His grace. In other words, to make a difference based upon ma-
terial wealth or prestige is, at the same time, to diminish the true value 
of our eternal salvation and the riches all believers have in their grow-
ing relationship with God. Indeed, the very promises of God to all who 
are His in Messiah are incalculable riches that will never diminish.
 Clearly in this text James has instructed us about the very founda-
tion upon which unity is built and that for which we must strive in our 
local communities. For as we love one another and care for each other, 
we demonstrate our true appreciation for the riches of God’s grace giv-
en to each one who is truly “in Messiah.”
 Is it not the rich who oppress you and personally drag you into court? – 
Here James reminds us that there are many people in every society who 
abound in earthly riches but have no relationship with God through 
faith in Yeshua. Moreover, in the ancient times since the wealthy usu-
ally also had political power, it was often the rich who sought to perse-
cute the believers.
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 The Greek word translated “oppress” (καταδυναστεύω, katadunasteuō) 
is found only here and in Acts 10:38, where it is used of Satanic activity.

You know of Yeshua of Nazareth, how God anointed Him 
with the Holy Spirit and with power, and how He went about 
doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, 
for God was with Him. (Acts 10:38)

That James uses the same word here may well have in mind govern-
ing authorities who persecuted the believing community and were also 
wealthy from imposed taxes.  That they “drag you into courts”1 would 
indicate that those who are oppressing members of the believing com-
munity had some kind of legal authority and power. Some have sug-
gested that these were Jewish authorities connected to the synagogue.2 
Paul himself gives us testimony of his persecuting the believers before 
God drew him to Himself and to faith in Yeshua.

I persecuted this Way to the death, binding and putting both 
men and women into prisons, as also the high priest and all 
the Council of the elders can testify. From them I also received 
letters to the brethren, and started off for Damascus in order 
to bring even those who were there to Jerusalem as prisoners 
to be punished. (Acts 22:4–5) 

 Do they not blaspheme the fair name by which you have been called? – 
When governing authorities considered the believers to be their ene-
mies and persecuted them in order to stop their message and testimony, 
such authorities and those who aided them were actually blaspheming 
God. For in persecuting His people they obviously considered the God 
they worshiped as impotent and unable to come to their aid. To “blas-
pheme” is to denigrate the character of God, either by claiming He does 
not exist, by considering Him to be a source of evil, or by claiming Him 
to be powerless and therefore of no consequence whatsoever.
 By referring to “the fair name” we are reminded that in the Semitic 
world, one’s “name” represented one’s essential characteristics. Thus, 
the “name of the Lord” speaks of His infinite character and specifically 

1 The Greek ἕλκουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς κριτήρια has the word κριτήρια, “courts” as a 
plural, but most English translations have the singular “court” as a 
collective singular.

2 A. K. M. Adam, James: A Handbook on the Greek Text (Baylor Univ. Press, 
2013), p. 41.
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of all of His divine attributes. For example, we read in Prov 18:10,

The name of the Lord (יהוה) is a strong tower;  the righteous 
runs into it and is safe. (Prov 18:10)

 The “fair name” (τὸ καλὸν ὄνομα) could be translated as “the good 
name,” or “the beautiful name” and portrays the infinite goodness of 
God and thus the infinite power and love by which He redeems those 
who are His, forgiving their transgressions and giving them eternal life 
with Him.
 Clearly the “fair name” of which James speaks is that of Yeshua, for 
His name identifies Him as the Savior of sinners.

She will bear a Son; and you shall call His name Yeshua, for 
He will save (יֹוִׁשיַע, yoshi’a) His people from their sins.” (Matt 
1:21).

Therefore to blaspheme the “fair Name” is to deny that He is the Mes-
siah and the One Who is the only Savior of sinners.
 Indeed, all who are in Messiah, that is, all who are truly born again 
by faith in Him, are those who are known as having placed their faith 
in Yeshua, and thus are “called by His Name.” The power of Yeshua 
was proclaimed by Peter when a sick man was healed and Luke records 
Peter’s testimony regarding His Name.

Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers 
and elders of the people, if we are on trial today for a benefit 
done to a sick man, as to how this man has been made well, 
let it be known to all of you and to all the people of Israel, that 
by the name of Yeshua Messiah the Nazarene, whom you cru-
cified, whom God raised from the dead — by this name this 
man stands here before you in good health. He is the stone 
which wAs rejected by you, the buiLders, but which becAme the 
chief corner stone. And there is salvation in no one else; for 
there is no other name under heaven that has been given 
among men by which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:8–12)

 What a privilege it is to be living testimonies of the “fair Name” of 
Yeshua. And one of the most significant ways that we accomplish this 
is by loving one another within our respective communities of faith.

By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you 
have love for one another. (Jn 13:35)
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8 – If, however, you are fulfilling the royal law according to the Scrip-
ture, “you shall love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well.

 The opening words of this verse, “If, however,” (Εἰ μέντοι, Ei men-
toi), make an obvious contrast to the previous paragraph (2:1–7) which 
describes favoritism toward someone who has the power of wealth or 
prestige as over against the poor person. For, as noted above, the mo-
tive for showing such favoritism is selfishness, that is, hoping to gain 
something for oneself by treating the rich man with special favors. The 
strong language James uses to decry such favoritism emphasizes the 
high priority placed upon unity within the body of Messiah. For such 
favoritism is identified by James as “blaspheming the fair Name by 
which all believers have been called” (2:7). In other words, to show such 
favoritism is to act against the core truth of what Yeshua has accom-
plished in His death, resurrection, ascension, and heavenly session. For 
it is by His eternal, saving work that sinners are saved and united to-
gether in Him as those who have been granted eternal life. If, in fact, 
all who are called are justified, and all who are justified are glorified, 
then to relegate some to a higher class and others to a lower class is to 
act against the very work of redemption accomplished by Yeshua our 
Lord and Savior.
 The contrast to such favoritism, which degrades the “fair Name” 
by which we have been saved, is now described by James as “fulfilling 
the royal law according to the Scripture, ‘you shall love your neighbor 
as yourself.’” Here James is quoting from Lev 19:18. It seems clear that 
James has had this Torah text in mind even in the previous chapter of 
this epistle when, in 1:25, he describes the “effectual doer” as “abiding 
by” the “perfect law of liberty.”1

 What does it mean “to fulfill the royal law?” The Greek word chosen 
by James, here translated by the NASB as “fulfilling,” is τελέω (teleō), 
which carries the meanings “to complete an activity or process” as well 
as “to carry out an obligation or demand, carry out, accomplish, per-
form, fulfill, keep.”2 We find this same word teleō used only two other 
times in the Apostolic Scriptures to describe “fulfilling the law.”

When they had performed (ἐτέλεσαν < τελέω) everything ac-
cording to the Law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to 
their own city of Nazareth. (Lk 2:39)

1 See comments above on 1:25, p. 65ff.
2 BDAG, “τελέω,” p. 997f.
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And he who is physically uncircumcised, if he keeps (τελοῦσα  
< τελέω) the Law, will he not judge you who though having 
the letter of the Law and circumcision are a transgressor of 
the Law? (Rom 2:27)

 James identifies the “law” as “the royal law,” (νόμον… βασιλικὸν), and 
we see similar language used in the Lxx of Esther 1:19.

If it pleases the king, let a royal (βασιλικόν) edict be issued 
by him and let it be written in the laws (νόμους) of Persia and 
Media so that it cannot be repealed, that Vashti may no longer 
come into the presence of King Ahasuerus, and let the king 
give her royal position to another who is more worthy than 
she. (Est 1:19)

 James uses this language to emphasize that the “law,” the Torah 
which he is referencing, is that which is given by the King of kings 
and Lord of lords. It is the Torah given to Israel by the hands of Moses 
and is therefore the very foundation upon which subsequent, inspired 
Scriptures are reckoned and verified.

To the Torah and to the testimony! If they do not speak ac-
cording to this word, it is because they have no dawn. (Is 8:20)

If he called them gods (i.e., the judges1) to whom the word of 
God came (and the Scripture cannot be broken), do you say 
of Him, whom the Father sanctified and sent into the world, 
‘You are blaspheming,’ because I said, ‘I am the Son of God’? 
(Jn 10:35-36)

When Yeshua proclaims that “the Scriptures cannot be broken,” He 
teaches us that the true, inspired Scriptures can never be self-contra-
dictory. Thus, when referring to the “law” as the “royal law,” he is em-
phasizing that the law to which he refers is none other than that giv-
en to Moses by the almighty King Himself. This carries forward the 
strong language he has employed in the previous verses to describe 
those whose actions transgress the “royal law” even though they claim 
to follow Yeshua.

1 The Hebrew ֱאֹלִהים (elohim) is used to designate “judges” in the Torah 
(e.g., Ex 22:6, 8) since they were given the power of life and death via 
enacting capital punishment. 
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 …according to the Scripture, “you shALL Love your neighbor As yourseLf” 
It seems quite probable from the broader context that James is aware 
of Yeshua’s words when He quotes Lev 19:18 in connection with Deut 
6:5, (Matt 22:35-36) as a succinct summation of the whole Torah. To love 
God with all of one’s heart, soul, and mind (ability), and one’s neighbor 
as oneself, is to demonstrate a true willingness and deep desire to obey 
all that God has commanded.
 We should also remember that when James uses the Greek word 
νόμος (nomos), he is most surely referring to the Torah, that is, the divine 
truths given to Israel through God’s chosen prophets. For in the Tanach, 
the word  ֹּתֹוָרה (tōrah) is found 220 times, and is translated in the Lxx 
by nōmos 199 times, i.e., 90% of the time. And since approximately 75% 
of the quotes from the Tanach in the Apostolic Scriptures are from the 
Lxx, it is obvious that the Lxx was regularly used by the Apostles and 
thus by the followers of Yeshua. 
  It is not uncommon, however, to read Christian commentators who 
seek to limit the words of James in our text to the command to love 
God and one’s neighbor as the totality of what Christians must keep. 
Of course, loving God encompasses a broad spectrum of obedience to 
Him, but many of the commandments in the Tanach are considered 
no longer necessary unless they are specifically reiterated in the Ap-
ostolic Scriptures. Those who hold this understanding of our text, or 
something akin to it, teach that other aspects of the “law” no longer are 
binding. Here are two examples of this interpretive style.

This interpretation also chimes with James’s view of law as 
messianic Torah: “The Holy One, blessed be He, interprets to 
them the grounds of a new Torah which the Holy One, bless-
ed be He, will give to them by the hand of King Messiah.”1 

What we find in James does not lead us to think that he be-
lieves the messianic community has been set free from the 
works of the Torah as we see in Pauline theology in Galatians 
and Romans. What James implies might not be clear, but the 
significance of the Torah coming to a new expression in Jesus 
surely sets the groundwork for buildings to be constructed 
later by (Gentile) Christians.2

 James, however, like Yeshua Himself, would have never considered 

1 Adamson, James, p. 115, quoting W. D. Davies, Torah in the Messianic Age 
(1952), p. 74 and his translation of Yalqut on Is 26 and Gen. Rab. 98. 

2 McKnight, James, p. 207.
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that the Torah given to Moses and Israel, would someday be replaced 
by a “new, messianic Torah.”

Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the Proph-
ets; I did not come to abolish but to fulfill. For truly I say to 
you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter 
or stroke shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished. 
(Matt 5:17–18)

Forever, O Lord, Your word is settled in heaven. (Ps 119:99)

The sum of Your word is truth, and every one of Your righ-
teous ordinances is everlasting. (Ps 119:160)

The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God 
stands forever. (Is 40:8)

 …you are doing well. – James emphasizes that to live in obedience 
to the Scriptures, which for us is now the sixty-six books of inspired 
Scripture, is to “do well.” The manner in which we care for each other 
within the body of Messiah, the ekklesia, is an expression of our desire 
to fulfill the royal law, the law of liberty. For when we are known for 
living in accordance with God’s revealed will, His Torah (that is, His 
divine teaching in the Scriptures), then we will most surely be doing 
well in God’s eyes. Loving God with all of one’s being, and loving one’s 
neighbor as oneself, is the spiritual mark of a life submitted more and 
more to God. And this will be seen in all aspects of our lives, whether 
in private or in public. For it is by His having loved us that we are en-
abled to love Him and one another. Thus, His commandments become 
our delight as we commit ourselves to Him and put to death the deeds 
of the flesh.

How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of 
the wicked, nor stand in the path of sinners, nor sit in the seat 
of scoffers! But his delight is in the Torah of the Lord, and in 
His Torah he meditates day and night. (Ps 1:1–2)

I delight to do Your will, O my God; Your Torah is within my 
heart. (Ps 40:8)
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9–10 But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are con-
victed by the law as transgressors. For whoever keeps the whole law 
and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all.

 James returns to the subject of 2:4–6 and the divisive consequences 
of showing favoritism or partiality. The Greek word translated “par-
tiality” by the NASB is προσωπολημπτέω (prosōpolēmpteō) and is found 
only here in the Apostolic Scriptures.1 Here the verb is a present active 
indicative, and thus may specify a person who has a regular habit of ac-
cepting some who are believers but rejecting others, shown by outward 
and obvious favoritism. 
 James comes right to the point: to practice favoritism with the com-
munity of believers is to “commit sin” and thus to be convicted by the 
Torah as a “transgressor” (παραβάτης, parabatēs).2 Here, once again, we 
see that the Torah (nōmos) is that by which a person is convicted as a 
transgressor. Far from being “decommissioned” or  “updated” with a 
new set of laws, the Torah, the whole of God’s revealed “teaching,” re-
mains the standard defining what is righteous in His eyes and what is 
not. As Adamson puts it:

James sternly refuses to condone this grave sin as if it were a 
trivial peccadillo: the plain and unambiguous Greek word, 
once only in Classical Greek and never in the LXX, “trans-
gressor,” explicitly condemns it as an offense against God’s 
law.3 

 For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has 
become guilty of all. – Here we are confronted with the reality of God’s 
infinite and eternal holiness. Being infinitely holy, no sin or transgres-
sion is small or negligible in His eyes.

For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal 
life in Messiah Yeshua our Lord. (Rom 6:23)

 Once again, we learn from James’ inspired words that no one could 
ever think to “gain favor with God” on his or her own strength, for

1 The cognate nouns used once each: προσωπολήμπτης (“one who shows 
partiality,” Acts 10:34) and προσωπολημψία (“partiality,” James 2:1).

2 παραβάτης is found four other times in the Apostolic Scriptures: Rom 
2:25, 27; Gal 2:18; James 2:11.

3 Adamson, James, p. 116.
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 “…all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” (Rom 
3:23)

 James uses the word “stumble” (πταίω, ptaiō) to indicate one who 
“falls into sin.” The word could also indicate “to trip” over something.1 
Paul likewise uses this verb to picture the fact that some of the Jewish 
people rejected Yeshua during His life upon the earth, but this did not 
mean God had rejected Israel as a whole.

I say then, they did not stumble so as to fall, did they? May it 
never be! But by their transgression salvation has come to the 
Gentiles, to make them jealous.

It is possible, then, that James chose this verb to emphasize that though 
someone may currently be known as engaging in partiality, this does 
not mean that they are beyond repentance which God may grant. They 
“trip” but have not yet fallen away.
 Since no one who is related to Adam is able to keep the whole Torah, 
it is clear that all of mankind is in need of a Savior, for apart from God’s 
bountiful love in sending His Son, Yeshua, there would be no means of 
salvation from the just punishment God would render.
 Yet it is our goal as believers in Yeshua to honor God by being obedi-
ent children. We recognize that when we sin, we must seek repentance 
and forgiveness, which are promised to us by God Himself when we 
confess our sins to Him and gain strength from Him to live in obedi-
ence (1Jn 1:9). No believer in Yeshua is entirely without sin. But the goal 
of our sanctification is that we would be more and more characterized 
by our obedience to Him and less prone to giving in to the flesh, i.e., the 
sinful nature.
 Once again, what James is describing is someone who regularly 
shows partiality and continues to do so even though they know this 
is sin. The emphasis James desires for us to understand is that as con-
fessed believers in Yeshua, we cannot condone, either in ourselves or in 
others, the rejection of any whom God has accepted, that is, who have 
confessed Yeshua and are striving to honor Him by their obedience to 
Him. To engage in such partiality, that is, treat some within the body of 
Messiah as less important, or less valuable, or less needed, than others, 
is to engage in sinful behavior which God hates.
 In the so-called “Messianic movement,” we recognize that we are 

1 BDAG, “πταίω,” p. 894.
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not exempt from this problem. We can imagine that in the first century 
there were those who considered the Synagogue to be for Jews and that 
if Gentiles wanted to attend, they could do so if they went through a 
man-made ceremony that gave them so-called “Jewish status,” that is, 
they became “proselytes.” Or they could be welcomed in if they were 
wealthy and gave significant funds to the synagogue, etc. But for the 
common Gentile believer, it may well have been that they were consid-
ered “second-class” members and treated accordingly. Even in our day, 
there is a movement among some Messianic groups to limit attendance 
by non-Jewish believers, and to keep the “Messianic Synagogue” for 
Jews only. This seems to be precisely the very kind of thing that James 
strongly teaches against and that which is surely a transgression of the 
very Torah God has given us.
 Since we know that the goal of the covenant given to Abraham is 
that “in you all the families/nations of the earth will be blessed” (Gen 
12:3; 18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14), we, in our communities, must be a witness 
to the watching world of God’s faithfulness to His covenant promises. 
We all, believing Jews and Gentiles, are “one new person” in Yeshua 
and thus we are evidence that God has chosen people from every na-
tion, family, tribe, and language (Rev 5:9) to be His people to whom He 
has given life eternal.

11 – For He who said, “do not commit adultery,” also said, “do not 
commit murder.” Now if you do not commit adultery, but do commit 
murder, you have become a transgressor of the law.

 The order in which James lists these two commandments is re-
versed from that which we find in Ex 20:13–14. For in the listing of 
the Ten Words there, the order is “You shall not murder,” “You shall 
not commit adultery.” Interestingly, the Lxx has “You shall not commit 
adultery,” “You shall not steal,” “You shall not murder” and Luke 18:20 
and Paul in Rom 13:9 likewise follow the order of the Lxx.
 The main point, however, is that while the first half of the Ten Words 
is specifically directed God-ward, the second half relates to how one 
treats one’s neighbor. It is interesting that Yeshua combined “murder” 
with ill treatment of one’s brother.

You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘you shALL not 
commit murder’ and ‘Whoever commits murder shall be lia-
ble to the court.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry 
with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever 
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says to his brother, ‘You good-for-nothing,’ shall be guilty be-
fore the supreme court; and whoever says, ‘You fool,’ shall be 
guilty enough to go into the fiery hell. (Matt 5:21–22)

 Once again, the behavior that Yeshua singles out is undoubtedly 
that which characterizes a person who has never repented of their sin 
but has lived a life of “hating their neighbor.” But the severity of Yesh-
ua’s words here should well remind us how important it is to treat one 
another within the body of Messiah with love, caring, and compassion. 
Obviously, such compassion may also involve confrontation and seek-
ing to turn someone from a wayward path in life back to living in a way 
that truly honors Yeshua. 
 As those who have been drawn by the Lord to honor Him by obey-
ing His Torah, we must take these admonitions seriously. Let us com-
mit ourselves to loving one another in spirit and in truth, that our Mes-
siah Yeshua would be honored and that the world would know that we 
are His disciples.

By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you 
have love for one another. (Jn 13:35)

12–13 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law 
of liberty. For judgment will be merciless to one who has shown no 
mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment.

 These verses offer the conclusion to James’ teaching in this peri-
cope, encompassing the entire first section of the chapter, i.e., 2:1–11. 
The main subject is that of favoritism which ought never to characterize 
the ekklesia of Yeshua, and for obvious reasons. First is the fact that the 
eternal gift of salvation granted by faith to every believer, is in fact, 
entirely of God’s own abundant grace. The salvation He grants is not 
something anyone can earn or be awarded on the basis of their sta-
tion in life or expected as guaranteed by way of their inheritance. For 
God, in His sovereign mercy, has chosen people from every nation, ev-
ery family, every language-group, and all who by their relationship to 
Adam equally have nothing of their own by which to claim or purchase 
the gift of God’s forgiveness and His granting of an eternal relationship 
with Him as adopted children in His family.
 In vv. 1–4 James has warned us against discrimination, something 
that is based upon Lev 19:15.
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You shall do no injustice in judgment; you shall not be partial 
to the poor nor defer to the great, but you are to judge your 
neighbor fairly. (Lev 19:15)

Our communities of faith are to be characterized by a full acceptance 
of those who evidence a true faith in Yeshua and who desire to grow in 
that faith. This means that we must be always willing to come along-
side of those in need and to encourage each other in our life of faith. 
When one is struggling in their faith, they need the support and care of 
other believers within their community, not to be shunned as unwor-
thy. The local ekklesia is not a “country club” for the affluent segment of 
society nor is it to be identified on the basis of ethnicity. 

At least in James’s churches, the possibility of destitute peo-
ple entering was real; in many middle or upper-class subur-
ban congregations they would never dare!1 

 In verses 5–11 James elucidates this important truth, that every sin-
ner, whether rich or impoverished in worldly goods is, in fact, “poor” 
when it comes to spiritual wealth, that is, that which pleases God and 
secures an eternal relationship with Him. To have a true saving rela-
tionship with God is true riches indeed! This is James’ point in 2:5.

…did not God choose the poor of this world to be rich in faith 
and heirs of the kingdom which He promised to those who 
love Him? (James 2:5)

 Obviously God did not choose only the poor of this world to be His 
own adopted children, but He did chose those who were poor, and 
the point James is making is clear. If God chose those who were poor 
in terms of this world’s goods, then surely they should be equally re-
ceived within the body of Messiah. To shun the poor is to deny God’s 
sovereign grace and election of all whom He would save. And what is 
more, as v. 11 teaches us, one cannot claim to live in obedience to the 
Torah while constantly disregarding any of its divinely given precepts. 
To shun the believer who is impoverished in this world’s goods is to 
transgress the commandment of the Torah which states clearly “you 
shall not be partial to the poor nor defer to the great” (Lev 19:15).
 Now, in vs. 12–13 James brings this opening pericope of our chapter 

1 Blomberg, Craig; Kamell, Mariam. Exegetical Commentary on the New 
Testament: James (Zondervan, 2008), p. 121.



  [2:12–13]  93

to a clear and fitting conclusion.
 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of liberty. – 
The repeated “so” (οὕτως, houtōs) in the phrase “so speak and so act…” 
is constructed to give emphasis, for this makes it clear that the standard 
by which believers in Yeshua are to live is that of the Torah (God’s in-
structions), which itself is God’s revelation of what He considers to be 
righteous or unrighteous.
 James chooses “speak” and “act”  (λαλέω, laleō and ποιέω, poieō) as 
terms that encompass one’s whole life. It is out of the heart (inward 
thought processes) that the reality of one’s true character is made ev-
ident, being evident in one’s speech and one’s actions. Indeed, James 
will teach us that the use of the tongue, i.e., one’s speech, is a significant 
“litmus” test of one’s true faith and one’s spiritual maturing to guard 
the tongue so that Yeshua would be honored and one’s fellow believers 
be cared for and encouraged (cf. 3:5–12).
 …as those who are to be judged – The Greek which stands behind the 
English “are to be judged” (μέλλοντες κρίνεσθαι) utilizes the verb μέλλω, 
mellō, which can carry the sense of immanency, i.e., “as those who are 
about to be judged.” James’ emphasis in using this language may well 
be to put an emphasis upon the relative transitory nature of human 
existence. But the Greek mellō can also carry the sense of “inevitability,” 
thus emphasizing that all will stand before the Lord and give account, 
as Paul teaches.

But you, why do you judge your brother? Or you again, why 
do you regard your brother with contempt? For we will all 
stand before the judgment seat of God. (Rom 14:10)

For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Messiah, 
so that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the 
body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad [or 
worthless]. (2Cor 5:10)

 Clearly James is not teaching us here that believers in Yeshua will 
be judged by way of punishment for their sins. The Scriptures are clear 
that all who are in Messiah Yeshua have had their sins paid for by the 
very death of Yeshua on their behalf.

But He was pierced for our transgressions; He was crushed for 
our iniquities; upon Him was the chastisement that brought 
us peace, and with His wounds we are healed. (Is 53:5)
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There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in 
Messiah Yeshua. For the law of the Spirit of life has set you 
free in Messiah Yeshua from the law of sin and death. (Rom 
8:1–2)

and He Himself bore our sins in His body on the cross, so 
that we might die to sin and live to righteousness; for by His 
wounds you were healed. (1Pet 2:24)

 The judgment or assessment James refers to in our text must there-
fore be understood to be the time when the redeemed people are 
brought into God’s very presence and are commended by the Lord 
Himself for their service to Him while upon the earth. We are remind-
ed of the words of John in Revelation which describe the beginning of 
eternity with Yeshua for all whom He has redeemed.

And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, “Behold, the 
tabernacle of God is among men, and He will dwell among 
them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself will be 
among them, and He will wipe away every tear from their 
eyes; and there will no longer be any death; there will no lon-
ger be any mourning, or crying, or pain; the first things have 
passed away.” (Rev 21:3–4)

 …judged by the law of liberty. – We have already seen James use the 
phrases “law of liberty” (1:25) 1 and “royal law” (2:8), which, when com-
bined, carries the sense of “the King’s law which, when obeyed, brings 
freedom.” When citizens of an earthly government obey the laws of 
that government, they mark themselves as true citizens. Likewise, a life 
of obedience to God’s righteous ways is that which characterizes those 
who have been redeemed by the precious blood of Messiah, and who 
therefore are endowed with the abiding presence and work of God’s 
Ruach. We may use the illustration of the Olympic games in which the 
athletes are judged as to their ability to run the race. The athlete that 
comes in third place is not punished but also does not receive the gold 
metal. Yet all who finish the race, regardless of whether they finish first 
or last, are commended for finishing the race.
 What James is pressing upon us here is to remember that we are “in 
the race” and we must strive toward the finish-line by running well, 

1 In 1:25 the Greek has νόμον τέλειον τὸν τῆς ἐλευθερίας, which is “the perfect 
law of liberty” and is essentially equivalent with νόμου ἐλευθερίας in 2:12.
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that is, in conformity to how our Lord has instructed us to run. The 
“law of liberty” teaches us how to “run the race” so that we might fin-
ish it with His approval. And what is more, He has given us His very 
Spirit to guide, strengthen, and enable us to run well as we submit to 
His leading and guidance. How well we are running is seen in how we 
“speak” and how we “act.” It seems quite clear that the author of He-
brews had this same metaphor in mind, of the Olympic athletes com-
peting in the race, as an illustration of how we are to honor our Savior 
in the “race” in which we are engaged.

Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses sur-
rounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the 
sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endur-
ance the race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Yeshua, 
the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before 
Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat 
down at the right hand of the throne of God. (Heb 12:1–2)

 For judgment will be merciless to one who has shown no mercy; – The 
honest judge who stands to recognize the winners of a race in the 
Olympic games will not be persuaded by those who finished last to 
give them a place in the top three finishers, no matter how much they 
plead that he would do so. This illustrates the fact that genuine mercy is 
never contrary to justice. Yet what James is emphasizing here is that all 
who are truly “in Messiah” have been awakened to the glory of God’s 
mercy in giving His Son. If, then, all who are truly believers know and 
have experienced God’s bountiful mercy toward them, then certainly 
they should likewise be ready to show mercy to those who are in need. 
The one who discriminates does so out of evil motives (James 2:4) and 
in such self-centeredness, forfeits the “good” commendation of Yeshua 
when appearing before the judgment seat of God. If we have received 
mercy, then we most surely ought to be the people of God who are able 
to show others mercy.
 …mercy triumphs over judgment. – Here it seems quite clear that James 
is speaking about God’s mercy, for by His infinite mercy and grace in 
sending Yeshua to be our propitiation, His judgment fell upon our Sav-
ior and thus all those for whom He died see judgment gone. Indeed, 
God’s mercy in Yeshua triumphs over judgment for all who are His. But 
it also is true that in this last phrase, James once again reminds us that 
“mercy” is a characteristic of all who are truly born from above and 
who have therefore experienced God’s mercy toward them. Thus, those 
who have been given God’s mercy in Yeshua have, by His grace, over-
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come judgment. The final judgment day, then, will the greatest display 
of God’s mercy, for the redemption obtained by the nail-scared hands 
and feet of Yeshua will be seen as applied to a host of people that no 
man can number, from “every family and nation of the earth.” Surely 
this will demonstrate what James reminds us of here: “mercy triumphs 
over judgment,” for God’s infinite holiness has been completely satis-
fied by the payment for sin obtained by Yeshua and applied to all the 
elect by the work of God’s Spirit.

14 – What use is it, my brethren, if someone says he has faith but he 
has no works? Can that faith save him?

 James asks an obvious question now. If someone says they have 
faith, but it’s only words without actions, what value is there in such 
“faith?” In fact, such a scenario does not identify biblical, saving faith at 
all. The opening words, “What use is it” translates the Greek τί τὸ ὄφελος 
(ti to ophelos), where the noun ophelos is cognate to the verb ὠφελέω (ōph-
eleō), which may carry the sense of “to accomplish something.”1

 It is plain to see what James is teaching us here. The Bible defines 
faith in Yeshua as that which accomplishes eternal salvation, that brings 
the believer from death to newness of life, and that gives a “new birth” 
by the work of the Spirit in regeneration so that the child of God is 
enabled to grow in righteousness by putting to death the deeds of the 
flesh and thus becoming more and more set apart to God in thought, 
word, and actions.
 Thus, someone who claims to have saving and redeeming faith 
but whose life shows no evidence of progress in sanctification, such 
“faith” is not the saving faith described in the Scriptures, and is there-
fore worthless. What is more, it is clear that what James is describing is 
someone who thinks their “religious words” are all that are required 
to obtain true salvation. An outward “confession” that is never accom-
panied by a life-change that is evident by one’s deeds is of no value 
whatsoever. As Yeshua Himself taught:

Many will say to Me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not 
prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, 
and in Your name perform many miracles?’ And then I will 
declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depArt from me, you who 
prActice LAwLessness.’ (Matt  7:22-23, quoting Ps 6:8)

1 BDAG, “ὠφελέω,” p. 1107.
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 Can that faith save Him? – The final line of our verse is constructed so 
as to expect a “no” answer: “That kind of faith cannot save anyone, can 
it?”1 The point is that faith without works is not saving faith at all. It is 
merely “religion” without the very substance of God’s saving grace in 
Yeshua.

15–16 If a brother or sister is without clothing and in need of daily 
food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and 
be filled,” and yet you do not give them what is necessary for their 
body, what use is that?

 Here James gives us a good analogy of what he taught us in the pre-
vious verse about someone who “says” he has faith but his life (words 
and actions) shows no evidence to support his words. He sets forth the 
analogy by using “brother or sister,” which sets the story within the 
context of the gathered, believing community. This does not limit it to 
the believing community, but makes the point all that more clear. For 
such a brother or sister is “without clothing” (γυμνός, gumnos), which 
can carry the sense of “inadequately clothed” but most often is used in 
the Apostolic Scriptures to denote “naked” or “uncovered.” James thus 
uses a “worst-case scenario” to emphasize his point.
 Seeing a fellow believer in such dire straights calls for action, not 
simply words. For when one says to such a person, “Goodbye, I hope 
you have a good day” and turns away, that person’s words are not only 
worthless, but even worse. They indicate a total rejection of the person 
who is impoverished and no doubt of low social standing.
 Then James uses exactly the same phrase as he did in the opening 
of v. 14, “what use is that?” τί τὸ ὄφελος (ti to ophelos). In other words, 
such “niceties” are worthless because they do nothing to aid the person 
who is in need. Once again, if the one who professes “faith” in God is 
supposed to emulate God’s ways, then does he realize that God demon-
strated His love by giving His own Son, Yeshua? The one who has faith 
without works does not at all understand or accept what God Himself 
has revealed about the salvation He has accomplished in Yeshua.
 Here, once again, the Scriptures also teach us that God is concerned 
with the physical needs of mankind, thus considering the physical or 
material aspects of life as having high importance. This is in direct op-
position to the gnostic heresy which considered the physical world to 

1 See Chris A. Vlachos, Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament: James (B 
& H Pub., 2013), p. 87. The use of the Greek negative μή gives this sense.
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be endowed with evil and therefore to be shunned. On the contrary, 
God created the physical world and stated that it was good. The ma-
terial world, when utilized to honor God by using material things in 
accordance with His revealed righteousness, is sanctified and therefore 
of true value.

17 – Even so faith, if it has no works, is dead, being by itself.

 In the Greek, the word “faith” (ἡ πίστις, hē pistis) is with the definite 
article “the,” which points back to the previous verses, and therefore 
should be understood as “that kind of faith” referred to in the previous 
context. In fact, as the previous verses make clear, merely professing to 
have faith, i.e., to be a “believer” or a “Christian,” but having no evi-
dence of a life given over to obeying God, is not true faith at all. 
 This is made amply clear by James when he writes “if it has no 
works, is dead.” The profession of faith, therefore, if it is not accompa-
nied by a life lived out in accordance with God’s word, is not faith at all, 
but mere words that seek to convince others of something that has no 
reality. True faith is the result of being born from above so that the be-
liever becomes a new creation, all of which is evident by one’s thoughts, 
words, and actions.

Therefore if anyone is in Messiah, he is a new creature; the 
old things passed away; behold, new things have come. (2Cor 
5:17)

Even as breath is a sure sign that a person is living, so progressing in 
living a life that pleases God by obeying Him is the very “breath” of 
saving faith. All too often, people have come to the erroneous conclu-
sion that “membership” in a “religious” group or movement is the sum 
and substance of being accepted by God and being granted eternal life. 
But “faith that is dead” is one’s words unmatched by one’s life, and this 
means it is not faith as God defines it and is therefore useless.
 James refers to such mere professions of faith as “being by itself,” 
(καθ᾿ ἑαυτήν, kath’ heautēn). The sense of the phrase is “according to it-
self” or “considered alone,” that is, without concomitant works. Refer-
ring to a mere “profession of faith,” Mayor notes:

…the absence of fruit shows that it is not merely outwardly 
inoperative but  inwardly dead.1 

1 Joseph B. Mayor, Ephesians, p. 95.
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18 – But someone may well say, “You have faith and I have works; show me 
your faith without the works, and I will show you my faith by my works.”1

 James now introduces an illustration of someone who would argue 
that James is wrong in his categorical statement that “faith without 
works is dead.” The interlocutor confronts James by stating that he has 
truth faith without works, apparently simply by stating “I believe” or 
“I have faith.” The one who disagrees with James is not denying that 
someone might show their faith by their works, but what he is affirm-
ing is that concomitant works with faith is not absolutely necessary—
one can have genuine faith without works.
 But James responds by requiring “show me,” which in itself oblit-
erates the argument of his interlocutor, for the whole point James is 
making is that genuine faith is always “seen,” that is, accompanied by 
life actions and words that align with what God deems as “righteous” 
and therefore “good.” His opponent, however, affirms that he has faith 
without needing to make it “seen.” This would be like someone who 
boast that he is able to play a musical instrument. After making such 
a statement, those who have heard his claim ask him to pick up the 
musical instrument and “give us a tune!” His response is: “No, I don’t 
need to play the instrument to prove I’m able to do so. My words ought 
to be sufficient evidence of my expertise.” Someone might quip: “If you 
really can play it, then show us.”
 This is James’ main point in this passage of his epistle. True saving 
faith, itself being the gift of God’s grace, is always accompanied by a life 
that is transformed more and more to live and act in a way that honors 
God and conforms to the very likeness of Yeshua Himself. This is pre-
cisely what Paul emphasizes in his Epistle to the Romans.

Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism 
into death, so that as Messiah was raised from the dead 
through the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in new-
ness of life. (Rom 6:4)

For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to be-
come conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would 
be the firstborn among many brethren; and these whom He 
predestined, He also called; and these whom He called, He 

1 For the textual variants on this verse, see Bruce Metzger, A Textual 
Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 2nd edition (Deutsche Bibelge-
sellschaft, 1994), p. 609.



100  [2:19]

also justified; and these whom He justified, He also glorified. 
(Rom 8:29–30)

 In this “unbreakable chain” of theological truths, Paul makes it 
clear that all those whom God “foreknows” inevitably are “glorified” 
and none are lost. This means that all those whom God “foreknew” are 
destined to become conformed to the very image of God’s Son, Yesh-
ua. And this is precisely James’ point: true saving faith will always be 
evidenced by a life that is transformed by God’s grace, applied by the 
intercessory work of Yeshua through His Spirit, bringing the child of 
God to be more and more marked by living in accordance with God’s 
will. This is accomplished through the ongoing application of the Scrip-
tures, regular prayer, and life-interaction with other believers.

19 – You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also be-
lieve, and shudder.

 James now gives us a prefect illustration of what was apparently 
happening in his day, and continues to be the case even to our present 
times. This is someone who would openly confess that God exists and 
think that such a confession is all that is necessary to be guaranteed 
to “obtain heaven” and “escape hell.” It is the person who raises their 
hand at an evangelistic meeting and is told they are now “saved forev-
er,” but who has not inwardly exercised true repentance and faith.
 James states that the person believes “God is one.” The Greek (εἷς 
ἐστιν ὁ θεός) could be understood as referencing the Shema (Deut 6:4–
5),  “Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD is one!”, a basic 
confession of historical Judaisms including the followers of Yeshua, for 
Yeshua quotes this text to define what is the most important command-
ment of the Torah  (cf. Mk 12:29–30). 
 The point that James is making seems obvious: people can regularly 
go to the local Synagogue and invoke the Shema and in so doing, think 
that this places them in favor with God as those who are eternally His 
and who therefore will be blessed and saved by His great power. But 
James shows the utter weakness of this by stating that even the demons 
know there is one God, the God of Israel, and they tremble. But most 
assuredly the demons have not submitted themselves to God in faith!
 When speaking of the demons trembling in their knowledge that 
there is one God, James may well be referencing the events recorded 
in the Gospels when Yeshua came into the “country of the Gadarenes” 
and cast demons out of two demon-possessed men, sending them into 
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a herd of swine.1 Or when Yeshua cast out demons from the man in the 
Capernaum Synagogue.2 Here is yet another example of how the Ap-
ostolic Scriptures affirm the divine nature of Yeshua, for they trembled 
at being confronted by Yeshua and had no power against Him. Or to 
put it another way, how do we know that the “demons also believe, and 
shudder”? Because they trembled and were banished by the command 
of Yeshua who is Himself God in the flesh.

20–21 But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith 
without works is useless? Was not Abraham our father justified by 
works when he offered up Isaac his son on the altar?

 Once again, James reiterates his primary point, that “faith without 
works is dead,” though here he substitutes “useless” (ἀργός, argos), a 
word that carries the sense of “idle, lazy, unproductive, useless, worth-
less.”3 And he addresses his words to the “foolish fellow” who has been 
the one whom James as set forth in his explanatory “interchange” with 
an opponent who disagrees with James’ primary emphasis that true 
faith and works always go together. The one who thinks they can have 
true faith without demonstrating that faith by their life is foolish in-
deed, for they have entirely neglected the clear teaching of the Scrip-
tures. And it is to Abraham that James turns as proof.
 It is in this verse (v. 21) that the statement of James has been mis-
understood and taken out of context, so much so that Luther himself 
considered the Epistle of James to not have been written by an apostle 
and as not worthy to be considered Scripture. Luther wrote regarding 
the epistle of James:

But to state my own opinion about it . . . I consider that it is not 
the writing of any apostle. My reasons are as follows. First: 
Flatly against St. Paul and all the rest of Scripture, it ascribes 
righteousness to works…4 
St. James’ epistle is really an epistle of straw, compared to the 
others, for it has nothing of the nature of the gospel about it.5 

1 Cf. Matt 8:28ff; Mark 5:2ff.
2 Cf. Mk 1:21ff; Lk 4:31ff.
3 BDAG, “ἀργός,” p. 128.
4 Luther’s Works, vol. 35, Word and Sacrament I (Philadelphia: Fortress, 

1960), p. 362.
5 Ibid., pp. 397.
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But what Luther and others missed in James’ claim that “Was not Abra-
ham our father justified by works” is that he is referring to Abraham 
being “justified” in the sight of men, not God. For the Scriptures are 
clear that Abraham was justified before God, i.e., declared “not guilty” 
on the basis of his faith in the promised redeemer Who would pay the 
penalty of sin for all whom He would redeem. James will use Gen 15:6 
in v. 23 as the very foundation for his statement that Abraham was jus-
tified by works.

Then he believed in the LORD; and He reckoned it to him as 
righteousness. ְוֶהֱאִמן ַּביהָוה ַוַּיְחְׁשֶבָה ּלֹו ְצָדָקה׃ (Gen 15:6)

The primary issue in understanding the importance of this text is to 
discover to what the word “it” refers in the phrase “and He reckoned 
it to him as righteousness.” The Hebrew is very clear in providing an 
answer, for the verb ָחַֹשב, “to account, reckon” has a feminine singular 
objective pronoun attached: ַוַּיְחְׁשֶבָה, vayachsheveha, and it is this pro-
noun that is translated “it” in our English bibles. Without getting too 
involved in Hebrew grammar, the important point to make is that the 
gender of a pronoun must match that to which it refers. In this Genesis 
text, the closest antecedent is the obvious noun “faith” as indicated by 
the verb “he believed.” The word “faith”in Hebrew, ֱאמּוָנה (‘emunah) is 
feminine in gender. Thus, the Hebrew is clear that what was reckoned 
to Abraham as righteousness was his faith in the coming Promised 
One, Yeshua.
 To properly interpret the statement of James, that “Abraham our fa-
ther was justified by faith,” one must do so within the context in which 
he states this. And what is the context? That a person who has been 
given true, saving faith will evidence this by living in obedience to God 
and His revealed will. Thus, when James states that “Abraham…was 
justified by works,” he is not referring to gaining right-standing before 
God, but rather as demonstrating his true faith by obeying God in the 
most difficult of requirements, the willingness to even offer Isaac as a 
sacrifice as God commanded. By his willingness to do so he demon-
strated to those people who knew him that his faith was real. In short, 
he proved to the people of his family and community that he was a 
man of faith, that is, he “justified” his faith in God to them by obeying 
Him even when to do so required more than what any father could be 
expected to give. The writer to the Hebrews gives us an added insight 
into the genuine nature of Abraham’s faith when he writes:
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By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and 
he who had received the promises was offering up his only 
begotten son; it was he to whom it was said, “in isAAc your de-
scendAnts shALL be cALLed.” He considered that God is able to 
raise people even from the dead, from which he also received 
him back as a type. (Heb 11:17–19)

What gave Abraham strength to carry out this most difficult command-
ment given to him was his faith in God, that He is able to overcome 
death by the power of resurrection and that He would do so because 
God is holy and always keeps His promises.

22–23 You see that faith was working with his works, and as a result 
of the works, faith was perfected; and the Scripture was fulfilled 
which says, “and abraham believed god, and it was reckoned to him as 
righteousness,” and he was called the friend of God. 

 Now James applies the illustration to his main thesis, that genuine 
faith always produces works of righteousness. But notice how he pairs 
faith and works in this text. He states: “faith was working [together] 
with his works” (ἡ πίστις συνήργει τοῖς ἔργοις αὐτοῦ). The Greek συνεργέω 
(sunergeō) carries the sense of “to engage in cooperative endeavor, work 
together with, assist, help.”1 James’ meaning is obvious: by faith the 
child of God desires to obey and honor Him, and the more such works 
characterize the believer, the more he or she is able to obey the Lord, 
for a life of obedience creates spiritual strength by which the flesh is 
more and more overcome and submission to God becomes the common 
pattern.
 …faith was perfected – This is what James means when he teaches us 
that “faith was perfected” in Abraham. The word “perfected” (τελειόω, 
teleioō) pictures “bringing something to its goal,” or “realizing an ex-
pected accomplishment.”2 Abraham grew in faith through obeying 
God, even in the most difficult of situations. Thus, James is teaching us 
here that genuine, saving faith grows stronger through the exercise of 
obedience to God. Manton puts it this way:

…faith working together with obedience is made perfect—
that is, bettered and improved, just as our inner vigor is im-
proved by physical exercise. In short, works do not complete 

1 BDAG, “συνεργέω,” p. 969.
2 Ibid., “τελειόω,” p. 996.
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faith by communicating their perfection to it but by stirring 
its own vigor.1

 …and he was called the friend of God. – Here, once again, James gives 
us a clear explanation of what he means when he writes that “Abraham 
our father was justified by works.” He was justified in the eyes of those 
who witnessed his faith and not only those who were in his own gener-
ation. For it must have become a common thing to refer to Abraham as 
“the friend of God,” since it was not until Isaiah gave his prophecy and 
the historian penned 2Chronicles that the phrase “the friend of God” 
became forever established as the statement of Scripture.

But you, Israel, My servant, Jacob whom I have chosen, de-
scendant of Abraham My friend, you whom I have taken 
from the ends of the earth, and called from its remotest parts  
and said to you, ‘You are My servant, I have chosen you and 
not rejected you. (Is 41:8–9)

Did You not, O our God, drive out the inhabitants of this land 
before Your people Israel and give it to the descendants of 
Abraham Your friend forever? (2Chr 20:7)

24 – You see that a man is justified by works and not by faith alone.

 That Abraham would be called “the friend of God” labels him as 
a man of true faith. That this epitaph became eternally embedded in 
Scripture demonstrates the very lesson James is teaching: Abraham’s 
faith was justified or seen as genuine by his righteous works, that is, 
obeying God even in the most difficult of situations. God looks at the 
heart and knows those who stand justified, declared righteous, by faith 
in Yeshua. Man sees one’s works, and only works of righteousness are 
the inevitable fruit of faith. 
 James is simply reiterating what Yeshua Himself taught:

So every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears 
bad fruit. A good tree cannot produce bad fruit, nor can a bad 
tree produce good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good 
fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. So then, you will 
know them by their fruits. (Matt 7:17–20)

1 Manton, James, p. 254.
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25–26 In the same way, was not Rahab the harlot also justified by 
works when she received the messengers and sent them out by an-
other way? For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so also 
faith without works is dead.

 James now comes to the conclusion of this section, giving a second 
illustration of his main thesis, that the person who claims to “have 
faith” but whose life does not manifest the born-again life that saving 
faith inevitably produces, has no true faith at all. And James does so by 
pointing to the story of the spies who were sent by Joshua to spy out the 
land, and especially to the city of Jericho (Joshua 2:1ff). It seems very 
possible that James chose this example because of the stark contrast in  
the transformation of the life of Rahab.
 James first identifies Rahab (ָרָחב, rachav) as “the prostitute” (ἡ πόρνη, 
hē pornē). The use of the article “the” could most likely be understood 
as “the well-known prostitute,” pointing to the primary life-style for 
which she was known, and thus in stark contrast to Abraham in the 
previous verses of our text.
 It is clear that Rahab and her people had been informed about God’s 
miraculous works on behalf of Israel. When talking with the spies sent 
by Joshua, she mentions the crossing of the Red Sea, the victory over 
the Amorites and their kings, Sihon and Og, and she knew that Adonai 
had given Israel the victory as they entered the land. Moreover, her 
own testimony indicates that she had confessed the God of Israel to be 
the true God above all others, for she states:

for Adonai your God, He is God in heaven above and on 
earth beneath. (Josh 2:11)

 But it was not merely her words that evidenced her true confession 
that the God of Israel was the true and almighty God, for she not only 
received the Israeli spies [here called “messengers” (ἀγγέλοι, angeloi) 
into her house, but she hid them from those who were seeking to put 
them to death, but also aided their escape. It seems obvious that she did 
so knowing well that if her actions were made know to the officials of 
her city, it would have surely resulted in her execution.
 Thus, she put her life in the hands of the God Who had proven Him-
self to be the Sovereign God, both in heaven and upon the earth. Fur-
ther, as the biblical narrative makes clear, she fully believed that the 
God of Israel had given the land into their hands, and that they would 
surely conquer the city in which she lived. The putting of the scarlet 
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thread in her window as the marker to spare herself and her family 
when Israel entered to take the city was proof that she fully expected 
God to give Israel the victory.
 Remarkably, Rahab became a wife of Salman and is listed in the ge-
nealogy given by Matthew as in the line of Yeshua (Matt 1:5). Further-
more, she is included in the “Hall of Faith” by the author of Hebrews:

By faith Rahab the harlot did not perish along with those who 
were disobedient, after she had welcomed the spies in peace. 
(Heb 11:31)

In choosing Rahab to illustrate the character of true faith, James has 
clearly given us one “from the nations,” emphasizing that saving faith is 
known to be possessed by someone whose life continues to be marked 
by righteousness, the mark of being saved by God’s grace both for Jew 
and for Gentile.
 For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so also faith without works 
is dead. –  In the final verse of our chapter (v. 26), James gives a succinct 
and clear reiteration of his main point in this paragraph, and uses the 
contrast of life and death. Clearly a human body in which there is no 
breath is declared to be dead.1 Likewise, anyone who claims to have 
faith in God and the eternal redemption He has made through Yeshua, 
but whose life is not marked by a growing character of righteousness, is 
not alive in the Messiah but remains “dead in trespasses and sin.” Thus 
we see that James and Paul are in full agreement.

And you were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which 
you formerly walked according to the course of this world, 
according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit 
that is now working in the sons of disobedience. (Eph 2:1–2)

When you were dead in your transgressions and the uncir-
cumcision of your flesh, He made you alive together with 
Him, having forgiven us all our transgressions, having can-
celed out the certificate of debt consisting of decrees against 
us, which was hostile to us; and He has taken it out of the 
way, having nailed it to the cross. (Col 2:13–14)

1 We should remember that the Hebrew word רּוַח, ruach, can also carry the 
sense of “breath” (for example, see Gen 6:17; 7:22).
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Chapter Three
commentary

 We have seen in the first two chapters of this epistle, that James is 
concerned to teach us about “the tongue,” (1:13, 19–20, 26; 2:3, 12, 16). 
Now in this chapter, James centers his attention upon this most im-
portant aspect of a life submitted to God, that is, how our life of faith 
in Yeshua brings us more and more in line with His righteous ways, 
and this will be particularly evident in the arena of our speech and our 
common conversations with others.

1–2 Let not many of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that 
as such we will incur a stricter judgment. For we all stumble in many 
ways. If anyone does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect 
man, able to bridle the whole body as well.

 At first reading, it may appear that v. 2 has little in common with 
the general thrust of the opening verse, which introduces the subject 
of “teachers” (διδάσκαλος, didaskalos). But if we give further thought to 
this, we recognize that teachers do their work verbally and that if their 
teaching leads their listeners astray, it is because they are communicat-
ing error by means of their words.
 The opening phrase, “Let not many of you become teachers,” is gov-
erned by the verb “become” (γίνεσθε < γίνομαι, ginomai) which can be 
taken is several ways. It could simply be understood as “seek to be-
come teachers” or it could likewise carry the sense of “setting oneself 
forward as a teacher.” This second option seems to be what the earlier 
version of the NIV (1984) has in mind when it translates:

Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, 
because you know that we who teach will be judged more 
strictly. (James 3:1)

 It is instructive that James is clearly addressing those who are part 
of the messianic community to which his epistle is sent, for he qualifies 
the plural “you” with the following “my brethren.” Further, he includes 
himself in the broad description of “teachers,” for he establishes the fact 
that “we will incur a stricter judgment.”
 Since James gives this admonition to the whole community who 
would hear or read his epistle, it seems clear that by the phrase “Let not 
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many of  you become teachers,” he was surely not seeking to discour-
age those who desire to fulfill the role of a teacher. Indeed, Paul tells us 
that the man who desires the office of an overseer, desires a good thing. 
And one of the requirements of an overseer is that he must be “able to 
teach.”

It is a trustworthy statement: if any man aspires to the 
office of overseer, it is a fine work he desires to do. An 
overseer, then, must be above reproach, the husband 
of one wife, temperate, prudent, respectable, hospita-
ble, able to teach, not addicted to wine or pugnacious, 
but gentle, peaceable, free from the love of money. (1 
Tim 3:1–3)

 Rather, it would seem most likely that James is especially warning 
those who would presumptuously set themselves forward as teachers 
to recognize that to do so may well set them in a place of divine judg-
ment. The very fact that Paul puts forward clear requirements of char-
acter and abilities for a man to qualify as an overseer means that such 
character and qualities must be recognized by the community before 
he is admitted to the position of overseer. So there clearly is a process 
by which a man is given the duties of an overseer, duties which include 
teaching. That James includes himself as one among the “teachers” who 
would “incur a stricter judgment” would also emphasize that the posi-
tion of “teacher” is one that is recognized as having sanctioned author-
ity within the believing community.
 One other aspect of James’ warning needs to be mentioned. This 
relates to the proper motivation for those who “desire the office of an 
overseer,” i.e., the responsibility of being a teacher within the local 
believing community. It is common for some to seek the position of 
“teacher” out of personal pride and a desire to be seen as important. We 
may note Yeshua’s teaching as recorded by Matthew, and His descrip-
tion of the Pharisees and scribes:

But they do all their deeds to be noticed by men; for they 
broaden their phylacteries and lengthen the tassels of their 
garments. They love the place of honor at banquets and the 
chief seats in the synagogues, and respectful greetings in the 
market places, and being called Rabbi by men. But do not be 
called Rabbi; for One is your Teacher, and you are all broth-
ers. (Matt 23:5–8)

 The title “rabbi” had become a recognized position which required 
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others to receive a man’s teaching and to give him a place of special 
honor. Surely those who fulfill roles of leadership within the believing 
community should be appreciated and encouraged with thanksgiving 
and proper honor, even as Paul instructs.

The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of dou-
ble honor, especially those who work hard at preaching and 
teaching. (1Tim 5:17)

 The important thing to emphasize, however, is that for elders to 
“rule well” means that they do so in full submission to the ultimate 
Teacher, that is, to Yeshua, and that in their leading, preaching, and 
teaching, they do so to point the community to be disciples of Yeshua, 
to follow Him in accordance with the Scriptures.
 Surely this important teaching of James needs to be emphasized in 
our world. For in our modern times, anyone, via the internet and other 
digital outlets, can put themselves forward as a teacher and may easily   
lead people astray. Never before in the history of the world have there 
been such open opportunities and means for anyone to take up the role 
of “teacher” and to have the whole world as their audience. Indeed, the 
so-called “messianic movement” is overly burdened with “teachers” 
who have very little if any training in the Bible itself, not to speak of 
the biblical languages. Rather than grounding their teaching upon the 
Scriptures as carefully studied and interpreted, they rather seek to find 
whatever is novel and new to “tickle the ears” of people. 
 …knowing that as such we will incur a stricter judgment. – The “strict-
er judgment” (μεῖζον κρίμα, meizon krima). The Greek word translated 
“stricter” (μεῖζον<μέγας ) in the NASB carries the sense of “large, great” 
or “more than the average.” What is the “stricter” or “greater” judgment 
under which teachers will stand? It obviously is not a type of judg-
ment that relates to some form of condemnation, for that which relates 
to being condemned has been borne by our Savior and all who are in 
Him have been declared “not guilty.” Rather, the “judgment” will be 
an assessment of how their teaching aligned with the Scriptures and 
echoed the truth of God to those they taught. Even as all believers will 
stand before the Lord in that final day and give account regarding their 
service to the Lord, so teachers will give account for their teaching.
 Paul, in his second letter to the Corinthians writes:

For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Messiah, 
so that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the 
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body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad. 
(1Cor 5:10)

 This does not mean that our sins will be brought up, for we know 
and affirm what the Scriptures teach, that

As far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our 
transgressions from us. (Ps 103:12)

Indeed, the New Covenant is marked by the fact that God will remem-
ber no more the sins of those who are cleansed by the atoning sacrifice 
of Yeshua.

They will not teach again, each man his neighbor and each 
man his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they will all 
know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them,” de-
clares the LORD, for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin 
I will remember no more. (Jer 31:34)

This is the very text that the author of Hebrews quotes when he ex-
pounds the blessing of the new covenant, made certain by the blood of 
Yeshua.1

 Thus, the “stricter judgment” for teachers is that what they have 
taught, if in accordance with the Scriptures, will be praised, but if there 
is only little praise from the Lord Himself, it will be evident that their 
teaching included much that should have been discarded. Indeed, in 
2Cor 5:10, in the phrase “whether good or bad,” the Greek word trans-
lated “bad” is φαῦλος (phaulos) which carries the sense of “low-grade; 
being relatively inferior in quality, ordinary.”2 When a teacher spends 
more time drawing attention to himself rather than preaching the word 
of God and pointing people to Him, this will be seen in the time of 
evaluation to have been sub-par, and even failing to hit the mark of 
what God expects of those who teach His word.
 Since teachers in the ekklesia Yeshua is building have been given a 
significant responsibility, much will be required of them, as Yeshua 
taught:

From everyone who has been given much, much will be re-
quired; and to whom they entrusted much, of him they will 
ask all the more. (Lk 12:48)

1 Cf. Heb 8:12; 10:17.
2 BDG, “φαῦλος,” p. 1050.



  [3:1–2] 111

 For we all stumble in many ways. – The connective word “For” (γὰρ, 
gar) indicates that James is now giving the basis for his statement in the 
previous verse, cautioning those who may be seeking the position of a 
teacher that they would receive a stricter judgment. Thus he emphasiz-
es why seeking to be a “teacher” must be entered into with due caution. 
Since the teacher is constantly using words to express or deliver his 
teaching, the possibility of error is likewise increased. But James does 
not limit his teaching in this verse just to recognized teachers, for he 
applies what he is saying to “anyone,” and in v. 8 he writes that “no one 
can tame the tongue,” thus including all people, not just teachers.
 …we all stumble – What is more, James includes himself, for he writes 
“we all stumble in many ways.” Rather than putting himself forward 
as having a higher position than others, himself being an apostle and 
even a brother of Yeshua, and thus as being less susceptible to sin, he 
includes himself as an equal with all believers who still retain the sin-
ful flesh against which a constant battle must be waged.
 We encountered the term “to stumble” (πταίω, ptaiō) in 2:10 where it 
carries the sense of “to sin, transgress.”

For whoever keeps the whole Torah and yet stumbles in one 
point, he has become guilty of all. (James 2:10)

Here “to stumble” is the opposite of “keeping” the Torah, that is, of 
obeying what the Torah commands. The verb ptaiō is found only two 
other times in the Apostolic Scriptures, and both of these use the word 
to describe sinful behavior.

I say then, they [Israel] did not stumble so as to fall, did they? 
May it never be! But by their transgression salvation has come 
to the Gentiles, to make them jealous. (Rom 11:11)

Therefore, brethren, be all the more diligent to make certain 
about His calling and choosing you; for as long as you prac-
tice these things, you will never stumble; (2Pet 1:10)

 But how does this statement of James support his statement in the 
previous verse, that teachers will receive a stricter judgment? It is that 
teachers are regularly speaking words and doing so to many more peo-
ple than those who are not teachers. As such, the sheer multiplicity 
of their words would put them in the place of more often receiving a 
greater number of judgments since even some erring in speech is inev-
itable.
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Teachers being men of words par excellence are particularly 
exposed to the danger of sins of speech.1 

 James clearly teaches us here against the man-made doctrine of 
“perfectionism,” i.e., that it is possible for believers to progress in their 
sanctification to the point where they gain complete holiness and thus 
never sin again. Indeed, Qohelet states:

Indeed, there is not a righteous man on earth who continually 
does good and who never sins. (Eccl 7:20)

 The phrase “in many ways” is actually one word in the Greek (πολύς, 
polus) meaning “many,” (the word “ways” being added in English trans-
lations) and most likely describes the fact that “stumbling” in the sense 
of “to sin” or “to transgress” can happen in many different ways and 
contexts. But the primary context which James wishes to emphasize is 
that of speech, the use of the tongue since he is primarily addressing 
those who are teachers or who desire to become teachers.
 If anyone does not stumble in what he says… – Here, again, the term 
“to stumble” means to err, and thus all are susceptible to err in speech. 
And this is all the more relevant to teachers who spend a good deal of 
their life speaking. Thus teachers, by the very nature of their work, are 
even more vulnerable to making mistakes, either because they have 
been misinformed and are repeating that which is in error, or simply 
because they unintentionally are mistaken in what they have taught.
 … he is a perfect man, able to bridle the whole body as well. – The word 
“perfect” (τέλειος, teleios) here does not mean “completely without sin,” 
as some who hold to “perfectionism” say. Rather, the word has to do 
with “completeness” and here, “maturity.” While this statement can be 
applied to all people, in this context James specifically has teachers in 
mind. A teacher, who is necessarily given to many words, and who is 
able to less and less “stumble in what he says,” has proven himself to 
have gained a state of maturity in character which guards him against  
destructive speech.
 Such destructive speech can be either in giving wrong information 
as though it is true, and thus leading those he is teaching astray, or 
it can be speech which enters into various forms of gossip or lashon 
hara’ (ָלֹשֹון ָהָרע), that is, defaming others in his teaching. In the case of 

1 S. Laws, A Commentary on the Epistle of James quoted from Timothy Luke 
Johnson, James in The Anchor Bible NT ( Yale, 1974), p. 256.
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wrong information, the teacher himself may not be aware that what he 
is teaching is in error, because he may simply be repeating what some-
one taught him without having verified the information he is present-
ing. But this is not the case with gossip or evil speech. Any teacher who 
engages in gossip is doing so knowingly. Surely there is a proper way to 
disagree with something another teacher has presented, but this must 
not be done in a way that moves into gossip.
 The primary point James is making here is this: since stumbling in 
the use of one’s tongue is so easy to do and so prevalent, a person (in-
cluding a teacher) who seldom errs in what he says has proven himself 
to have gained true maturity in being able to control his speech, and as 
such, is seen to be mature in all areas of life. For if one is able to sanctify 
one’s speech, the very area in which error so easily occurs, it is clear 
that such a person has matured in their ability to obey the Lord in all 
areas of life. James considers the tongue, “one’s speech,” therefore to be 
a kind of “litmus test” of one’s overall growth in the Lord.

It seems that James is concerned about destructive speech 
among those who are aspiring to the role of teacher in the 
communities of faith. Since that role was held in high esteem, 
many probably sought it who were not morally qualified. 
James’s point is that to stand before other believers and at-
tempt to teach the truths of God carries a grave responsibility. 
When such a role, in which the tongue has full vent, combines 
with unrighteous relational dynamics, destruction ravages a 
community. Consequently, the role of teacher demands a con-
current commitment to being disciplined in what one says—
and this demand is not easily fulfilled.1 

 But one might ask: do our words actually have such an impact upon 
our spiritual condition? Is James perhaps exaggerating the whole issue 
of the use of one’s tongue? It seems as though James anticipates such a 
question, and thus gives further illustrations to bolster his point in the 
following context.

1 George H. Guthrie, James in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, (Zonder-
van, 2006), p. 245.
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3–4 Now if1 we put the bits into the horses’ mouths so that they will 
obey us, we direct their entire body as well. Look at the ships also, 
though they are so great and are driven by strong winds, are still 
directed by a very small rudder wherever the inclination of the pilot 
desires.
  In the previous verse James used the illustration of “bridling” 
(χαλιναγωγῆσαι, xalinagōgēsai) a horse to control its movements. Now in 
v. 3 he shows what a good illustration it is. For the “bit” (χαλινός, xalinos) 
is a small implement but it is able to control the massive weight of the 
horse so that the animal obeys the one who rides and controls the bit 
via the reins. 
 The illustration works for James on several fronts. First, the bit in the 
horse’s mouth is a small thing, but it controls the whole animal, being a 
good illustration of the “tongue,” itself a small member of the body, but 
able to give evidence of one’s whole character and spiritual maturity.
 Secondly, the bridle of the horse is controlled by the rider. This gives 
a good illustration of how the believer must yield to the Spirit in leading 
and convicting so that one’s life becomes more and more conformed to 
God’s will rather than giving in to the flesh.
 A third aspect of James using the horse and bridle as an illustration 
of the tongue is that apart from God’s mercy and sovereign grace in 
saving sinners, a person could be far more akin to a wild horse, which 
cannot be controlled until tamed. As Manton notes:

…note that men, because of their natural fierceness, are like 
wild animals. Man aspired to be God but became “like the 
beasts that perish” (Psalm 49:12). The psalmist says, “Do not 
be like the horse or the mule, which have no understanding 
but must be controlled by bit and bridle” (Psalm 32:9). To keep 
them from doing harm, men’s tongues must be restrained. 
We possess a wantonness by which we kick against God’s 
precepts (see Deuteronomy 32:15). It is by God’s mercy that 
we are restrained. This natural fierceness is calmed through 
the control of the tongue.2

 The second illustration (in v. 4) that James uses to picture the power 

1 On the textual variants, whether the original had εἰ δὲ, ἴδε, or ἰδού, see A. 
K. M. Adam, James: A Handbook on the Greek Text (Baylor, 2013), p. 62. It 
would seem that εἰ δὲ has the greater weight of evidence, but neither 
option has far-reaching exegetical consequences.

2 Manton, James, p. 283.
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of the tongue is that of a rudder on a ship. The size of the ship when 
compared to the size of the rudder is overwhelming. Furthermore, the 
ship is driven by the power of the strong wind filling its sails and mov-
ing it through the waves of the water. And the fact that James uses the 
picture of the ship being “driven” (ἐλαύνω, elaunō) adds to the reality of 
wind-power and makes the comparison to the rudder even greater.
 In this illustration, the primary point to be made is the fact that the 
pilot moves the rudder in accordance with his desired direction for the 
ship. Thus, the pilot is the one who is in control. This raises the obvious 
question for us as we apply the illustration James is giving us: Who 
controls the tongue of man? The believer has been given a new heart 
and desire to please God, and when he or she is being led by the Spirit, 
their lives are increasingly given over to that which honors God. Being 
led by the Spirit, then, will be evidenced by a life in which the use of 
the tongue is guided and moved in accordance with the purpose and 
will of the Ruach.

5 – So also the tongue is a small part of the body, and yet it boasts of 
great things. See how great a forest is set aflame by such a small fire!

 James now draws an obvious conclusion to the illustrations he has 
given us so far, and he will give yet another, but he wants to make sure 
we are following him in the analogies he has given. Even as the bit in 
the mouth of the horse is small yet controls the powerful animal, and 
the rudder on the ship is extremely small when compared with the 
massive ship itself, so the tongue would be considered a small thing 
when compared to the muscles of the legs, the strength of the torso and 
the power of the arms to carry out much work. Yet the tongue, like the 
horse’s bit and the ship’s rudder, can bring about great things or, con-
versely, cause uncontrollable damage.
 …and yet it boasts of great things. – James uses the verb (αὐχέω, auxeō), 
“to boast,” which is found only here in the Apostolic Scriptures and is 
not found at all in the Lxx, but is widely enough attested in Hellenistic 
literature.1 This idea that the tongue “boasts of great things” simply 
means that, like the bit in the horse’s mouth and the rudder of a great 
ship, the tongue, though a small member of the body, can cause great 
good as well as great harm. As Vaughan notes:

It can sway men to violence, or it can move them to the noblest 
actions. It can instruct the ignorant, encourage the dejected, 

1 See Timothy Luke Johnson, James, p. 258.
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comfort the sorrowing, and soothe the dying. Or, it can crush 
the human spirit, destroy reputations, spread distrust and 
hate, and bring nations to the brink of war.1

 …See how great a forest is set aflame by such a small fire! – Giving us yet 
another illustration, James now uses a small flame which envelopes a 
great forest with a fire that cannot be contained or stopped. We all are 
aware that even a spark at the wrong time and place can set a whole 
forest ablaze. Literally millions of acres can be burned up being ignited 
by merely a spark. 
 So it is with the tongue when used for slander and gossip. What one 
person begins can never be contained, for those who hear the lashon 
hara’ may tell it to another, and that one to another, and the damage 
spreads like wild fire. What is more, it can never be contained for the 
damage that is done can never be undone. One only has to view the 
devastation of a forest fire when all has been turned to charcoal and 
ashes, to appreciate the point James is making.

6 – And the tongue is a fire, the very world of iniquity; the tongue 
is set among our members as that which defiles the entire body, and 
sets on fire the course of our life, and is set on fire by hell.

 Now, viewing the tongue as the fire that devastates a forest, James 
describes the tongue when used as the instrument of slander and gos-
sip, and does so by labeling it “the very world of iniquity” (ὁ κόσμος τῆς 
ἀδικίας) or “the world of unrighteousness.” The reason the NASB rightly  
adds the word “very,” i.e., the “very world of iniquity,” is because the 
Greek has the definite article with the word “iniquity,” thus “the world 
of the iniquity.” It seems very likely that when James speaks of “the 
iniquity” or “the unrighteousness,” he may be describing slander or 
gossip as the primary destructive action of the uncontrolled tongue. 
Thus, the “world of iniquity” is what James has already described to 
be that which the believer must guard against, resist, and gain victory 
over. Interestingly, in 1:27 James uses the Greek word ἄσπιλος (aspilos) 
translated “unstained.”

Pure and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Fa-
ther is this: to visit orphans and widows in their distress, and 
to keep oneself unstained (aspilos) by the world. (James 1:27)

1 Curtis Vaughan, James: A Study Guide (Zondervan, 1969), p. 69.
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Now, in 3:6, he uses the verb of the same root when he writes:

the tongue is set among our members as that which defiles  
(σπιλόω, spiloō) the entire body, and sets on fire the course of 
our life, and is set on fire by hell. (James 3:6)

Similar language used in our text is also found in James 4:4. For in our 
text (3:6) “the tongue is set (καθίστημι, kathistēmi) among our members 
as that which defiles the entire body.” In James 4:4 the same verb, ”to 
set” is used: “Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world sets 
himself (καθίστημι, kathistēmi) as an enemy of God.” That James is using 
the same verbal components between these two texts may well indicate 
that when, in our verse (3:6) he speaks of “the very world of iniquity,” 
he is teaching us that if we engage in slander and gossip, we are acting 
as though we are one with the “world,” that is, that which is totally 
contrary to God’s righteousness. The use of the tongue to slander and 
gossip is therefore to appear as defining oneself as part of the “world” 
and thus as an enemy of God. 
 John teaches us:

Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone 
loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. (1Jn 2:15)

 This is what James means when he writes that when the tongue is 
used for evil, it “defiles the entire body.” It appears to others as though 
the slanderer is participating in that which characterizes the world.
 …and sets on fire the course of our life – Now James returns to his il-
lustration of the spark and small fire that consumes an entire forest. If 
slander and gossip become a regular practice in a person’s life, it not 
only will inevitably consume one’s life if allowed to remain, but will 
also determine the course of one’s life. Even as the swift current of a 
raging river will determine the direction of someone in a small craft, so 
the habit of engaging in slander and gossip, unless repented of which 
would initiate an obvious change, will control the path of one’s life.
 Indeed, the Greek translated as “course of our life” is literally “the 
wheel of our life” (τὸν τροχὸν τῆς γενέσεως), which emphasizes that, like 
a wheel, when it begins to roll is not easily immediately stopped. The 
consequences of misusing the tongue may have long-term devastating 
effects in one’s life and in others affected by such misuse.
 …and is set on fire by hell. – The word translated “hell” is γεέννα (ge-
henna), the large ravine south of Jerusalem. Its association with burning 
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was twofold. First, the Tanach teaches us that this region was used for 
pagan sacrifices by fire to Molech, including human sacrifice (2Ki 23:10; 
Jer 7:31). Secondly, it was the refuse dump for Jerusalem in which the 
garbage was continually being burned. By the time of the Apostolic 
Scriptures, the name Gehenna was used to describe the eschatological 
place of eternal, fiery punishment and corruption.
 Thus, when James writes that such ungodly use of the tongue is “set 
on fire by hell,” he teaches us that the enemy of our souls, the great 
deceiver himself, is even the one who encourages such lashon hara’ be-
cause he knows the utter devastation that can result from it. If, by the 
true work of the Spirit within us who are believers, we truly desire to 
love and worship the God Who saved us, dedicating ourselves to be 
His witnesses upon this earth and to extol the glories of our Savior 
Yeshua, then we must give no place for the enemy in our lives. That 
James has clearly taught us that the evil use of the tongue is spawned 
and encourage by the Devil himself, we ought to hate evil speech and 
commit ourselves constantly to guard against it, being diligent not to 
engage in slander or gossip, nor to listen to such talk when initiated by 
others. 

Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be 
acceptable in Your sight, O Lord, my rock and my Redeemer. 
(Ps 19:14) 

7–8 For every species of beasts and birds, of reptiles and creatures of 
the sea, is tamed and has been tamed by the human race. But no one 
can tame the tongue; it is a restless evil and full of deadly poison.

 The opening “For” (γάρ, gar) connects verses 8 and 9 to the previ-
ous context by emphasizing how James has characterized the tongue, 
namely, that apart from God’s enabling, it is uncontrollable, even as 
a raging forest fire is unable to be controlled. He does this by way of 
comparison to how mankind has controlled all manner of animals in 
the world. This hearkens back to the sovereign plan of God in creating 
mankind and the command given to Adam and Chavah. In Gen 1:26 
and we hear the decree of God in creating mankind, and in Gen 9:2,   
the divine order give to Adam and Chavah as representatives of man-
kind.

Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according 
to Our likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea 
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and over the birds of the sky and over the cattle and over all 
the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps on the 
earth.” (Gen 1:26)

The fear of you and the terror of you will be on every beast of 
the earth and on every bird of the sky; with everything that 
creeps on the ground, and all the fish of the sea, into your 
hand they are given. (Gen 9:2)

 For every species of beasts and birds, of reptiles and creatures of the sea… 
The word translated “species” is the Greek φύσις (phusis) which carries 
the sense of “the natural character of an entity.”1  James gives four cat-
egories or “kinds” of animals: (1) “beasts” (θηρίον, thērion), which has 
the general meaning of “any living creature, excluding humans.”2 but 
in our context points specifically to land animals, and may denote spe-
cifically quadrupeds and perhaps those which are undomesticated: (2) 
“birds” (πετεινόν, peteinon), which may simply denote all creatures that 
fly in the air: (3) “reptiles” (ἑρπετόν, herpeton), snakes, etc.: (4) “creatures 
of the sea” (ἐνάλιος, enalios), the Greek word (used only here in the Ap-
ostolic Scriptures) carries the meaning of those animals that exist in the 
water or sea.
 …is tamed and has been tamed by the human race. – In enumerating the 
fourfold description of animals, James is clearly describing the whole 
of the “animal kingdom” which, as noted above, hearkens back to the 
divine mandate given by God to mankind, that they should rule over 
the animal kingdom. James uses the verb “to tame” (δαμάζω, damazō) 
which can mean “to domesticate” or “to subdue.” The fact that James 
gives both the verb in the present aspect (“is tamed”) and in the perfect 
aspect (“has been tamed”) ties it back to the creation mandate given to 
mankind. From the beginning of creation, mankind was given both the 
mandate as well as the ability to rule over the animal kingdom. This 
does not mean that every kind of animal had been domesticated in the 
ancient world or even in the modern world. While the verb damazō does 
carry the sense of “tame” or “domesticate,” it likewise can mean “to 
subdue,” thus even the hunter “subdues” the animal he hunts. The pri-
mary point James is making is that the “human race”3 has been given 

1 BDAG, “φύσις,” p. 1069.
2 Ibid., “θηρίον,” p. 455.
3 In the Greek, what is translated as “human nature” by the NASB is more 

literally “human kind,” utilizing the Greek φύσις (phusis) again: τῇ φύσει 
τῇ ἀνθρωπίνῃ
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the ability by God to “tame” or “subdue” the animal kingdom, and it 
is this ability that He will now contrast with the struggle to “tame the 
tongue.”
 But no one can tame the tongue… – James now uses the same verbiage 
but now applies it to “taming the tongue” and the point he is making 
is perfectly clear. While God has created mankind with the ability to 
tame or subdue every aspect of the animal kingdom, due to our sinful 
nature, we are not able in and of ourselves to control the tongue so as 
to honor God in all that we say. The only way that God can be honored 
in the use of our tongue is if we are graced with the gift of His salva-
tion and thereby given the enabling work of the Ruach HaKodesh to 
honor our Creator and Redeemer by controlling the tongue and using 
our speech, in all aspects of our lives, to honor Him. But for this to be a 
reality, we must submit ourselves to Him and in so doing, to “walk by 
the Spirit” and “not carry out the desire of the flesh” (Gal 5:16).
 …it is a restless evil and full of deadly poison. – When James refers to the 
tongue as a “restless evil,” the word translated by the NASB as “rest-
less” is ἀκατάστατος, akatastatos. We have encountered this same word in 
James 1:7–8, 

For that man ought not to expect that he will receive any-
thing from the Lord, being a double-minded man, unstable 
(ἀκατάστατος, akatastatos) in all his ways. (James 1:7-8)

 When akatastatos, meaning “unstable,” is combined with “evil” 
(κακός, kakos), it spells certain disaster. It is like a drunk playing with  
hand grenades. Once again, James gives a vivid picture of the evil pow-
er of the tongue. When controlled by the sinful nature, it is a source of 
powerful destruction.
 …and full of deadly poison.- The obvious point James is making is that 
when the tongue is unrestrained, or “untamed,” its ability to produce 
unmitigated carnage is strong, a kind of devastation that brings death, 
that is, that divides people against each other and can destroy a per-
son’s reputation. 
 Paul teaches the same message in Rom 3:1 when he characterizes 
fallen mankind as dominated by sin, quoting from Psalms 5 and 140.

There is nothing reliable in what they say; Their inward part 
is destruction itself. Their throat is an open grave; They flatter 
with their tongue. (Ps 5:9) They sharpen their tongues as a 
serpent; Poison of a viper is under their lips. Selah. (Ps 140:3)
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 Using “poison” as a way to characterize the evil use of the tongue 
points directly to slander and gossip. For damage that can be done to 
a person’s reputation when being the object of slander cannot be mea-
sured, for it increases exponentially as the slander or evil speech is re-
peated by others. Washington Irving puts it this way: “A sharp tongue 
is the only edged tool that grows keener with constant use.”1 

9–10 With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, 
who have been made in the likeness of God; from the same mouth 
come both blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not 
to be this way.

 James now teaches us that the tongue can surely be the source of 
blessing or of cursing, but ultimately it cannot be good at both. The 
one who engages in slander and gossip cannot be trusted to have good 
motives even when they say something nice, for they have already been 
characterized as speaking in way to set themselves forward as better 
than others.
 James comes to the point directly: we use our tongue to bless our 
Lord and Father, engaging in corporate worship, and giving Him hon-
or. Then with the same tongue we slander and by doing so, curse our 
fellow man who likewise was created in the image of God. So when one 
praises God, He is extolled for His being the Creator, Who stated that 
all He created was good, even very good.

God saw all that He had made, and behold, it was very good. 
(Gen 1:31)

When someone slanders another person, he is essentially calling God a 
lier, for he is declaring that the person he is slandering is not one who is 
created in the very image of God, that is, “made in the likeness of God.”  
Such a contrary use of the tongue is reminiscent of the “double-minded 
man” in James 1:6–8 who is “unstable in all his ways.”

The human being was made for God, fashioned to know God 
and to reflect the attributes of God in a creaturely way. To dis-
honor any human being in some way dishonors God. Those 
who bless God out of one side of their mouths and curse their 
neighbors out of the other side are double-tongued in speech-
acts, recalling the double-minded man in 1:6–8.2 

1 From Washington Irving, Rip Van Winkle (Boston, 1888), p. 19.
2 Richardson,  James, p. 158.
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 These inspired words of James should cause us to truly search our 
hearts to see if there is any part of this ambiguity in which we are en-
gaged. Do we participate in the liturgical blessings together with our 
fellow believers? Do we bless the Lord in time of worship and song? 
And then do we likewise engage in slandering others? These are im-
portant questions to ask so that we might more and more guard our 
tongues to be used for the praise and honor of God and not for slander-
ing others who likewise bear the very image of their Creator.
 My brethren, these things ought not to be this way. – Now James makes 
it very clear that for those who profess Yeshua to be their Lord and 
Master, but are characterized by engaging in slander and gossip, their 
profession of faith is questionable. For a true life of faith in Yeshua will, 
inevitably, result in becoming more and more conformed to Him and to 
His will.
 To show that one cannot be a true follower of Yeshua while having 
a life characterized by slander and gossip, James now gives us a final 
illustration to firmly establish his main point: being a true child of God 
means to become more and more conformed to His will.

11–12 Does a fountain send out from the same opening both fresh 
and bitter water? Can a fig tree, my brethren, produce olives, or a 
vine produce figs? Nor can salt water produce fresh.

 Once again James turns to illustrations from nature to describe the 
utter impossibility of a true child of God to have a duplicitous charac-
ter of both “righteous” and “unrighteous.” A fountain, so singularly 
important for obtaining life-sustaining water, does not in nature switch 
between fresh water and bitter, “gushing forth” (βρύω, bruō) one day 
with drinkable and another day with brackish, undrinkable water.
 Moreover, a fig tree never gives forth olives, nor does the vine ever  
produce figs. This would be contrary to the very nature of the plants 
themselves. Likewise, the child of God cannot be known as blessing on 
the one hand and engaging in slander on the other. 
 The final illustration, that “salt water cannot produce fresh,” may 
have the situation in mind of an estuary in which fresh water and salty 
water flow together and are mixed. Even a small amount of salt water 
will render the whole undrinkable. “A little leaven leavens the whole 
lump of dough” (1Cor 5:6). The application is obvious: if we seek to be 
known as followers of Yeshua, we must strive in every way to put away 
any kind of slander and/or gossip, and guard our tongues so that we 
honor the Lord as well as our fellowman. 
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Excursus on Lashon Hara’

 The topic of Lashon Hara‘ (evil speech, slander, or gossip) is an 
important one for all of us to consider as we seek to serve our Lord, 
walking in His footsteps and sanctifying His Name upon the earth. I 
am convinced that Messianic communities intent upon living by the 
Scriptures face a wonderful and strategic challenge in these days. This 
challenge is to make known the glories of our Messiah Yeshua and the 
Good News that He is the way to be reconciled to the Father. Consider 
the prophecy of Zechariah:

Thus says Adonai of hosts, In those days ten men from the na-
tions of every language will grasp the corner of the garment 
(i.e., the tzitzit) of a Jew saying, “Let us go with you, for we 
have heard that God is with you.” (Zech 8:23)

This means that Messianic believers will be sought after by those seek-
ing the truth, and given an opportunity to share the Good News of 
Yeshua, that He is the Messiah sent by the one true God, the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Many indicators, including the return of 
our people to the Land, the increasing tensions in the Middle East, the 
fight over the city of Yerushalaim, point to this being a strategic time 
in the expansion and growth of the kingdom of Yeshua. Add to this the 
increasing interest of the mainline churches regarding the Jewishness 
of the Christian faith, and it is easy to see that Messianic believers have 
a very important role to perform now and in the future. I hope that we 
intend to accept the challenge that is before us, and that we will work 
diligently to prepare ourselves to serve our King as He desires.
 With this in mind, a question for us all is this: what kinds of things 
will Satan attempt to put in our path in order to cause us to fail in the 
mission Yeshua has given us to accomplish? Surely his strategies are 
multifaceted, but I want to emphasize just one, that of lashon hara’, “evil 
speech” or “slander.” Perhaps nothing more diminishes the ability of 
a community of believers to work together in service for Yeshua than 
the sin of slander—seeking to ruin the reputation of another person 
through speaking gossip against them. Unfortunately, every one of us 
must admit that in one way or another, we have engaged in this sin and 
to one extent or another have therefore weakened our ability to fulfill 
the mission Yeshua has designed for us. A re-commitment to guarding 
our tongues will therefore help strengthen us against Satan’s schemes.
 We have considered the words of James in his Epistle where he 
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teaches that the ability to control the tongue is a genuine mark of spiri-
tual maturity (2:1); that the tongue is like a fire, able to set an entire for-
est ablaze (2:5) and able to burn all the other members of the body, de-
filing them and even setting the course of life on fire. He boldly states 
that the slandering tongue is set on fire by hell itself (3:6). He calls the 
tongue “a restless evil and full of deadly poison” (3:8) and chastens his 
readers with the thought that with the same tongue we bless the Lord 
and curse our fellow man who is created in His image (3:9). Clearly, 
James recognized that lashon hara’ could easily do severe damage to the 
cause of Messiah. He therefore warns the Messianic community in his 
time, as well as warning us, about engaging in evil speech.
 How might we define lashon hara‘? What is it? Evil speech, in its sim-
plest definition, is talking about a person in such a way as to degrade 
them in the eyes of others. Even if what is being communicated is true, 
to do so may constitute slander, for we are called upon to love one an-
other, and love seeks to cover rather than broadcast a person’s faults: 
“…love covers a multitude of sins” (1Pet 4:8). Moreover, Yeshua taught 
us that if a brother has sinned, we are to go to that person privately, and 
even take a second person with us if rebuffed. Only when the sin is un-
checked and unresolved is the matter to be made known to the whole 
assembly (Matt 18:15ff).
 We should be careful, however, not to think that disagreeing with 
someone constitutes lashon hara‘, so long as we can disagree without 
attacking the character of the person with whom we disagree. For 
instance, authors and teacher who write and put their writings into 
published formats should expect that there will be those who disagree 
with their methods as well as their conclusions. Disagreeing in a civil 
and careful way (meaning not resorting to ad hominem attacks) is not 
lashon hara‘ even if the disagreement is sharply stated.
 If what I have suggested is true, that as Messianic believers we stand 
at a strategic crossroads poised to fulfill a vital role in the expansion of 
Yeshua’s kingdom, then I think we can count on it: Satan will urge us 
to engage in lashon hara’ as a means of defeating us and making us less 
than effective in the service of our Messiah. How can we guard against 
this sin? How can we thwart the deceitful schemes of the evil one? How 
can we prepare so that we do not fall into this trap of engaging in slan-
der against a fellow believer in Yeshua?
 First, we must agree that lashon hara’ is a sin, and commit ourselves 
to view it as such. Once again, lashon hara’ may easily be defined as 
speech about another person that will cause that person to be dimin-
ished or despised in the mind of those who listen. Thus, one may en-
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gage in lashon hara’ both by speaking slander and/or by listening to it. 
We must commit ourselves, therefore, not to engage in it, and gently 
but firmly refusing to listen to it. One may excuse oneself when such 
speech begins, or even warn the speaker: “I wouldn’t want to be spoken 
of like this, so I don’t want to participate in speaking about so-and-so in 
a negative way.” This will be humbling, but if we all commit to guard-
ing our tongues as James teaches, we will welcome the gentle reminder 
when we begin to slip into slanderous speech.
 Secondly, we must commit ourselves to seeking the forgiveness of 
someone we have slandered. This is very difficult, but has a twofold 
benefit. It restores a path of fellowship between the slanderer and the 
one slandered, and it reminds the slanderer of the consequences of 
lashon hara’.
 Thirdly, if we find ourselves in a situation where we can neither 
leave the room nor encourage the speaker to stop, we must commit our-
selves not to believe the slanderous speech. We simply are not allowed 
to have the person who is being slandered diminished in our opinion 
or perspective. We must think of that person and act toward him or her 
as though the slander had never occurred.
 Fourthly, we must commit ourselves to wholesome speech, and to 
building each other up in the faith. Being mindful to speak good of each 
other is an obvious protection against the negativity of lashon hara’. We 
must look for those qualities and actions in each other which can be the 
basis of our praise, and when speaking of one another we must do so 
with the intent of causing the person we talk about to be appreciated 
all the more by those who are listening. Moreover, we should always be 
mindful of Yeshua’s teaching about seeing a splinter in the eye of our 
brother while having a log in our own eye:

Do not judge so that you will not be judged. For in the way 
you judge, you will be judged; and by your standard of mea-
sure, it will be measured to you. Why do you look at the speck 
that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is 
in your own eye? Or how can you say to your brother, ‘Let me 
take the speck out of your eye,’ and behold, the log is in your 
own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own 
eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your 
brother’s eye. (Matt 7:1–5)

Once the log is out of my eye, I will see more clearly to help my brother 
remove the splinter in his and do so with humility, gentleness, and love.
 There are times when it is necessary to speak in a negative way 
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about another person, but this must be reserved for issues where two 
or three witnesses are attempting to secure justice in regard to a crime 
committed, or where the welfare of the community of faith requires 
a warning about a given individual. Even here, however, every effort 
must be made to find ways of warning without specifically demean-
ing someone else. So while there are legitimate cases where negative 
speech must occur, let us not make the exception a rationale for lashon 
hara’. May the Lord strengthen our respective communities as we seek 
to love each other in word and deed, and not allow the trap of lashon 
hara’ to diminish our effectiveness for Him!

(End of Excursus)

13 – Who among you is wise and understanding? Let him show by 
his good behavior his deeds in the gentleness of wisdom.

 In the previous section of our chapter, James has centered his at-
tention on the evil of lashon hara’, “gossip” and “slander,” describing 
in picturesque terms the great damage that can be done to a believing 
community when such evil speech prevails. It is like a forest fire which 
devours everything in its path. He then goes on to teach us that those 
who are truly born from above and whose lives are therefore changed 
by the work of the Ruach in regeneration and sanctification, will never 
be characterized as “gossips” and “slanderers.” Even as a fountain of 
water cannot bring forth clean and salty water, or as a fig tree produces 
olives or a grape vine brings forth figs, so a person who has been truly 
born again to a new life will not be characterized or known as one who 
engages in evil speech (lashon hara’). 
 But even though the believer’s life is not to be characterized by gos-
sip and slander, yet even true believers still have the sinful nature and 
are able to grieve the Spirit of God by yielding to the flesh  and thereby 
sinning (cf. Eph 4:30; Gal 5:17). 
 So with this in mind, James now teaches us what it is that most often 
motivates a person to engage in gossip or slander. It is to attain for one-
self a place of prominence by ascribing faults and weaknesses in others, 
particularly those who may be in a place of leadership and authority.  
As Calvin notes:

As the lust of slandering arises mostly from pride, and as the 
false conceit of wisdom for the most part generates pride, he 
therefore speaks here of wisdom. It is usual with hypocrites 
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to exalt and shew off themselves by criminating all others….1

Therefore, it seems clear that in our text James addresses his words in 
our verse to those who consider themselves wise and understanding 
and who therefore need to examine themselves against the true marks 
of wisdom and understanding.
 Who among you is wise and understanding? – The way that James asks 
this question is obvious: he is speaking to each individual, asking if 
they consider themselves wise and understanding. In other words, his 
words are an appeal for self-examination. “Do you consider yourself to 
be wise and understanding?” While surely this is a question that is ap-
propriate for everyone to consider, it would seem within the immediate 
context of the epistle that James has in mind particularly those who, by 
their engaging in gossip, consider themselves as those who should hold 
a prominent position within the community and have, in order to gain 
such positions, engaged in slanderous speech about those who have 
been appointed as leaders in the community.
 James refers specifically to those who consider themselves to be 
“wise” (σοφὸς, sophos) and “understanding” (ἐπιστήμων, epistēmōn). 
These two words are often used together in the Lxx as a set description 
of persons who have proven themselves through their disciplined life. 
For  instance, Moses uses these words when he admonishes the tribes 
to choose those who would be appointed as leaders:

Choose wise and discerning and experienced men from your 
tribes, and I will appoint them as your heads.… So I took the 
heads of your tribes, wise and experienced men, and appoint-
ed them heads over you, leaders of thousands and of hun-
dreds, of fifties and of tens, and officers for your tribes. (Deut 
1:13, 15)

 In the Tanach, wisdom (ָחְכָמה, chākmāh/σοφία, sophia) is that which 
serves a person to do well in life’s decisions and in one’s own work 
and activities. In the Apostolic Scriptures, sophia is used in a negative 
sense of those who live according to “worldly wisdom”2 but it can be 
also used as a designation for leaders and as a desirable quality in the 
believing community.

1 Calvin, James, p. 324.
2 Matt 11:25; Luke 10:21; Rom 1:22; 1 Cor 1:19–20, 25–27; 3:18–19, 20.
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Therefore, behold, I am sending you prophets and wise men  
(sophia) and scribes; some of them you will kill and crucify, 
and some of them you will scourge in your synagogues, and 
persecute from city to city, (Matt 23:34)

Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as 
wise (sophia), making the most of your time, because the days 
are evil. (Eph 5:15–16)

 The word “understanding” (ἐπιστήμων, epistēmōn) may emphasize 
knowledge as a key component in being able to complete assigned 
tasks. While in the Tanach the word for “wisdom” ָחְכָמה is most often 
translated by the Lxx with σοφὸς, sophos, our word “understanding,” 
ἐπιστήμων, epistēmōn in the Lxx, is usually a translation of ִּבין (bīn) or ָיַדע 
(yada’), “to discern” and “to know,” thus, describing one who has the 
required knowledge to properly complete the assigned tasks.
 It seems, therefore, quite possible that James has in mind the teach-
ing of the Tanach, that those who are given leadership responsibilities 
must show they are qualified for such positions by demonstrating a life 
marked by wisdom and knowledge. Knowledge is acquisition of truth 
while wisdom is the ability to utilize such truth for the good of others 
and thus for the glory of God.
 Let him show by his good behavior his deeds in the gentleness of wisdom– 
Now James comes to the heart of his instruction: true wisdom and un-
derstanding is evidenced, not by someone seeking to rise to a position 
of prominence by putting others down or trying to put themselves for-
ward, but rather by proving their true godly character by “good behav-
ior” expressed in “the gentleness of wisdom.”
 The first emphasis is on the word “show” (δείκνυμι, deiknumi), that is, 
to make something evident by means of actions, not merely by words. 
James used this same word with the same emphasis in 2:18.

But someone may well say, “You have faith and I have works; 
show me your faith without the works, and I will show you 
my faith by my works.” (James 2:18)

His point in chapter two is summarized in the final statement of that 
chapter: “faith without works is dead.” Indeed, “dead faith” is not faith 
at all, for true faith produces actions or works in harmony with that 
faith. Here, in our text, one whom God intends to be given a leadership 
task within the body of Messiah will prove their appointment by a life 
conformed to God’s principles and standards, which James refers to as 
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“his good behavior,” or as the Greek might more accurately be under-
stood, “his good manner of life,” for the word ἀναστροφή (anastrophē) 
has the general sense of “a way of life expressed according to certain 
principles.”1 For a believer in Yeshua, it must become the driving desire 
in his or her life to live according to God’s principles, first and foremost 
in order to honor Him, and in so doing, to be a living witness and tes-
timony to others of God’s love and grace in saving sinners. Thus, truly 
living to honor God flows from a heart that desires to please Him first. 
As Manton notes:

We must study to honor God and honor our profession of 
faith. It is one thing to do works that can be seen and another 
to do them in order that they shall be seen.2 

 Then James couples “wisdom” with “gentleness.” The one who is 
truly wise will be known as such by the pattern of his life as he dis-
plays wisdom in choices, pursuits, and regular actions. James empha-
sizes “gentleness” (πραΰς, praus) as the concomitant attribute of godly 
wisdom. In the Apostolic Scriptures, this word praus, “gentleness,” is 
regularly accompanied by the concept of “humility.” 

Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who 
are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness; each 
one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted. 
(Gal 6:1)

with all humility and gentleness, with patience, showing tol-
erance for one another in love, (Eph 4:2)

So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, 
put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness 
and patience; (Col 3:12)

Here, once again, we see that those who are truly wise and understand-
ing are not attempting to put themselves above others by putting them 
down with words of slander or gossip. Rather, those who are wise and 
understanding, who therefore are ready to serve the Lord as leaders 
within the community, are those whose lives as a whole are marked 
by obedience to the Lord in the way they live their lives, and who have 

1 BDAG, “ἀναστροφή,” p. 73.
2 Manton, James, p. 301.
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demonstrated to have wisdom coupled with the understanding and 
gentleness. In other words, they are being conformed to the very per-
son of Yeshua, for He said:

Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle 
and humble in heart, and you wiLL find rest for your souLs. 
(Matt 11:29)

To be more and more conformed to the very image of Messiah is the 
true mark of wisdom and understanding.

14–15 But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your 
heart, do not be arrogant and so lie against the truth. This wisdom 
is not that which comes down from above, but is earthly, natural, 
demonic.

 The present tense “you have” (ἔχετε, exete) indicates that their bit-
ter jealousy and selfish ambition has become the general character for 
which they are known. Here, once again, it is evident that James is re-
ferring to those who claim to be believers in Yeshua and who, whether 
overtly or in a hidden manner, are seeking to put themselves in a posi-
tion of prominence within the community, by engaging in slander and 
gossip against others in order to show themselves as superior. 
 Such actions flow from “bitter jealousy” (ζῆλον πικρὸν) and “selfish 
ambition” (ἐριθείαν ἐν τῇ καρδίᾳ ὑμῶν). The word translated as “jealousy” 
(ζῆλος, zēlos) can carry either a positive or a negative connotation. If posi-
tive, it has the sense of “to have an intense positive interest in something; 
zeal, ardor, marked by a sense of dedication.” If negative, the word has 
the sense of “intense negative feelings over another’s achievements or 
success, jealousy, envy,”1 thus “jealousy.” In our verse, James gives the 
added description as “bitter” which intensifies the jealousy. Obviously, 
this describes someone who so desires to put himself in a prominent po-
sition that it has consumed his attention and driven his sinful behavior. 
 Thus James gives a second description of the inner workings of the 
person consumed by “bitter jealousy.” That person has a heart filled 
with “selfish ambition.” Here is the root of the problem: self-centered-
ness, that is, seeking to put oneself in a place above others, to allow 
pride to dismiss any sense of true humility. Such jealousy is “bitter” 
because it only brings forth ruin, that which has no value but only caus-
es destruction, not only for the person himself but for those who are 

1 BDAG, “ζῦλος,” p. 427.
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victims of his self-centered behavior.
 …do not be arrogant and so lie against the truth. The admonition of 
James to anyone who is filled with such “bitter jealousy and selfish 
ambition” is to humble themselves and recognize that to live with such 
bitterness and self centeredness is to live a lie, to proclaim by their life 
just the opposite of what they confess with their mouth. By their ac-
tions, they “lie against the truth,” that is, to bring the truth of God into 
disrepute as though it is not true at all, but a lie. By their words they 
claim to be followers of Yeshua, but by their deeds they prove them-
selves to be against Him.
 This wisdom is not that which comes down from above, but is earthly, natu-
ral, demonic. – Obviously James refers to “This wisdom” as counterfeit.1 
This kind of “wisdom” is not that which is obtained from God, i.e., 
it “does not come down from above” but rather is “earthly,” that is, a 
product of the fallen world; “natural,” that is, the product of fallen man-
kind; and finally “demonic.” Here is the source of such “wisdom.” It is 
the attempt of the enemy to make the ekklesia of Messiah Yeshua, the 
gathering of His chosen people, to be a spectacle mocked by the world. 
If those who confess to have the light and life of Yeshua Himself are 
consumed with “bitter jealousy” and “selfish ambitions,” they show 
themselves to be unworthy of the “fair Name” of Yeshua (cf. James 2:7). 
 Once again, James is not holding back on giving the stark truth as 
he describes the debauchery that comes within the body of Messiah 
when self-ambitions take charge and that which God hates becomes 
the common state of affairs among those who claim to be followers of 
Yeshua.

There are six things which the LORD hates, yes, seven which 
are an abomination to Him: Haughty eyes, a lying tongue, 
and hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises 
wicked plans, feet that run rapidly to evil, a false witness who 
utters lies, and one who spreads strife among brothers. (Prov 
6:16–19)

It is as though James is saying, “Stop telling people you are a follower 
of Messiah, don’t claim to have a true relationship with God and don’t 
even pretend you are one of His unless and until you repent and stop 
engaging in that which God hates.” One wonders what would happen 

1 Note the NIV correctly puts “wisdom” in quotes: Such “‘wisdom’ does 
not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic.”
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if James were preaching these words in today’s assemblies of believers. 
One commentator suggests:

Preaching of this kind would not be warmly received in the 
modern church. But this harshness is precisely the point. 
For everyone who thinks the church and the Christian faith 
are to be exploited for their own personal interests, James’s 
words cut to the quick. His rebuke must be spoken again and 
again because of our spectacular tendency to betray the faith 
by our actions.1 

16– For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder 
and every evil thing.

 James’ obvious point is that at the heart of true faith is a life willing 
to submit to God, having a growing desire to please and honor Him, to 
be led and molded by the work of the Ruach, and to have one’s life more 
and more modeled after the very life of Yeshua. This means to die to 
oneself, i.e., to put to death the deeds of the flesh and to be conformed 
into the very image of Yeshua. The sinful nature desires that one’s en-
ergy, hopes, desires, and will be directed to oneself. Indeed, self-cen-
teredness is the opposite of being Messiah-centered. Even as He gave 
His life for us, so we are compelled by His love and by the indwelling 
Spirit to give our lives over to Him, and by doing so, to fulfill the pur-
pose for our very existence, for we were created in the image of God in 
order to bear witness to His greatness. 
 Thus Paul admonishes us:

And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed 
by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what 
the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and per-
fect. (Rom 12:2)

And Paul’s own testimony:

More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the 
surpassing value of knowing Messiah Yeshua my Lord, for 
whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them 
but rubbish so that I may gain Messiah, and may be found in 

1 Richardson, James in The New American Commentary (Broadman & 
Holman, 1997), Vol. 36, pp. 164–65.
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Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the 
Torah, but that which is through faith in Messiah, the righ-
teousness which comes from God on the basis of faith,
that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and 
the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His 
death; in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the 
dead. (Phil 3:8–11)

 …there is disorder and every evil thing. – Where people within a believ-
ing community are engaged in “jealousy and selfish ambition,” that is, 
they are characterized by that which is opposite of the very person of 
Yeshua, and thus of the purpose of God for His people, there can only 
be a fountain that gives forth disorder and more—”every evil thing” 
(πᾶν φαῦλον πρᾶγμα), that is, all manner of base and evil deeds, actions, 
and their consequences.
 James’ words ought likewise to be considered by those who have 
leadership positions within the believing community. As Moo puts it 
in his commentary:

While what James says here applies to any Christian who 
prides himself or herself on being “wise and understanding,” 
he may especially have in mind the leaders of the commu-
nity. For envy and selfish ambition among the leaders have 
tremendous potential to damage the unity and order of the 
church as a whole. When those who are being looked to for 
direction and wise counsel act on the basis of a personal 
agenda or in a spirit of “one-upmanship” toward one another, 
great damage to the church ensues.1

 Surely these pointed and inspired words of the Scriptures ought to 
strengthen our resolve to turn from any form of jealousy or self-cen-
tered ambitions, and especially from slander and gossip, and give our-
selves wholly to honor the One Who died for us and to be living testi-
monies of His glory, power, grace, and love, not only as individuals, but 
especially as being community members together in a local assembly.

17– But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, 
reasonable, full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, without hy-
pocrisy.

 The opening word “But” (δέ, de) marks a contrast to the “wisdom” 

1 Douglas Moo, James, p. 174.
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described in v. 15 which is “not that which comes down from above, but 
is earthly, natural, demonic,” that is, worldly “wisdom,” which is the 
product of depraved minds encouraged by the enemy.
 In utter contrast to “worldly wisdom” is the “wisdom from above,” 
that is, the wisdom that comes from God Himself, given to the child 
of God through the work of the Ruach, enabling the believer to know 
the mind and will of God through the study and application of the 
Scriptures. Then, as the believer grows in understanding God’s truths, 
applying this wisdom to all aspects of one’s life, he becomes more and 
more conformed to God’s will as his faith is strengthened and matured 
through a life of prayer and fellowship within the believing communi-
ty. 
 In describing the “wisdom from above,” James puts “pure” in a pri-
mary position by noting that it is “first” (πρῶτος, protos). The new life 
in Messiah granted to all who exercise faith in Yeshua, is, in an overall 
sense, marked by being “unstained from the world” as James teaches 
us in 1:27.

Pure and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Fa-
ther is this: to visit orphans and widows in their distress, and 
to keep oneself unstained by the world. (James 1:27)

To “keep oneself unstained by the world” means to have one’s life 
characterized and marked by that which God declares to be righteous 
and not by the ungodly, decadent, sensual, and self-centered qualities 
which characterize the world.
 Thus, “pure” (ἁγνός, hagnos) being put “first”and therefore in a prom-
inent position, indicates (by the added word “then” ἔπειτα, epeita) that 
all the remaining aspects of God’s wisdom listed by James likewise 
have “pure” as a necessary component.
 The primary sense of “pure” (hagnos) in our context is that of “holy,” 
meaning “separated unto God” and “from that which is contrary to 
Him.” This is the sense of the Hebrew verb ָקַדׁש (qādash) and its cognate 
noun ָקדֹוׁש (qādōsh), i.e., “to consecrate,” “to separate from that which 
is “unconsecrated.”  God, by His very nature, is “holy, holy, holy,” and 
thus those who belong to Him are to be separated unto Him and from 
that which is contrary to Him. While “earthly wisdom” can be used 
for that which is sinful, selfish, illegal, and contrary to God holiness, 
the wisdom which God gives will always be characterized by aligning 
with God Himself and thus with His self-revelation in the Scriptures 
and ultimately the incarnate Word, Yeshua.
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 Thus, the wisdom that comes from God will be recognized as the 
opposite of that which marks out earthly wisdom, that is, “disorder 
and every evil thing” by which James characterizes the fruit of “earthly 
wisdom” (v. 16).
 But the wisdom which is from God not only is seen in a life that is 
separated from the world of sin and self-centeredness. It is also charac-
terized by expressing the goodness and holiness of God, that is, becom-
ing more and more conformed to His likeness.

Wisdom that is pure, however, is not merely separatistic. This 
purity of life communicates the unsullied goodness of God. 
Pure wisdom does not inject that which is base and dehu-
manizing into relationships and conversations, nor does it 
compromise the goodness and blessedness of God for the 
sake of expediency. Pure wisdom applies itself to the love of 
the believers (or congregation) without showing favoritism…1 

 Likewise, James seems to emphasize that those who are marked by 
God’s wisdom which is pure, are “free from the moral and spiritual 
defects that are the marks of the double-minded (cf. 1:7, 8; 4:8).”2 
 …then peaceable - The Greek word ἐιρηνικός (eirēnikos) carries the gen-
eral sense of “being conducive to a harmonious relationship, peaceable, 
peaceful.”3 While the Greek noun “peace” (είρηνη, eirēnē) is regularly 
used in the Apostolic Scriptures (92x), the adjective eirēnikos used in our 
text is found only one other time, in Heb 12:11.

All discipline for the moment seems not to be joyful, but sor-
rowful; yet to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it 
yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness. (Heb 12:11)

 This same Greek word, eirenikos, is found several times in the Lxx, 
to translate ְשָלִמים,ֹ shelāmim, “peace offering.”4 It is difficult, however, 
to ascertain how the “peace offering” coincides with the general sense 
of “peace” which the Hebrew word  ָשלֹום ֹ(shālom) carries. It may have 
some connection with restoring relationship with God or celebrating 
acceptance by Him.

1 Richardson, James, p. 169.
2 Martin, James, p. 134.
3 BDAG, “ἐιρηνικός,” p. 288.
4 1Sam 10:8; 11:15; 13:9; 2Sam 6:17–18; 24:25; 1Ki 2:35[Lxx]; 3:15; 8:63-64; 

2Ki 16:13; Prov 7:14.
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 It seems best to understand “peaceable” in our verse as carrying 
the sense of “peace loving,” thus, “not contentious.” The wisdom that 
comes from above will produce a true desire in the believer to establish  
peace and to work to maintain it. While this includes inner peace, it 
seems clear in the wider context that James is emphasizing “peace” in 
the relationships that exist within the believing community.
 What is clear in the context of our verse is that by “peaceable” James 
is emphasizing that quality of having both the desire and the willing-
ness to strive for peace rather than allowing contention and self-cen-
teredness to bring about divisions and turmoil within the community 
of faith. That James has the striving for peace within the believing com-
munity will be emphasized further in the opening verses of chapter 4.
 Paul teaches us that “peace” or “shalom” is a fruit of the Spirit (Gal 
5:22) and thus to strive for shalom within the community of believers 
is to evidence a willing submission to the Spirit. The wisdom which is 
from above, being itself “pure,” means that one must strive for peace 
and do what is necessary to help maintain peaceable relationships 
among the members of the believing community. This, however, is not 
“peace at any cost,” for peace which is pure will not compromise the 
clear teaching of God’s truth in order to appear as accepting of every-
one and all manner of contrary beliefs. But when there is the need to 
confront someone regarding something that clearly needs correction, it 
must be done with a genuine heart of love and with the goal of correct-
ing and bringing that person to acknowledge and accept the truth as 
clearly set forth in the Scriptures. This requires humility, patience, and 
forbearance on the part of the one or two who do the confronting. But 
when successful, the reward is great. 

A brother offended is harder to be won than a strong city, 
And contentions are like the bars of a citadel. (Prov. 18:19)

If your brother sins, go and show him his fault in private; if he 
listens to you, you have won your brother. (Matt 18:15)

 …gentle – The next quality that characterizes Godly wisdom is that 
of “gentleness.” Obviously gentleness is likewise an aspect of “peace-
able,” for gentleness is demonstrated when disagreements errupt. The 
Greek word translated “gentle” is ἐπιεικής (epieikēs) and is found four 
other times in the Apostolic Scriptures. These occurrences help gives 
us an understanding of the various aspects this word may carry. 
 Paul gives us this admonition in his epistle to the Philippians:
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Let your gentle spirit be known to all men. The Lord is near. 
(Phil 4:5)

In the context it appears that there existed dissensions in the commu-
nity at Phillipi, and Paul therefore appeals to those who are part of the 
dissension to show gentleness toward those with whom they disagree. 
To add weight to his request, Paul reminds them and us that “the Lord 
is near.”  This most likely is related to the fact that believers are to live 
with the eminent return of the Lord in mind. The Aramaic ָתא  ,ָמַרָנא 
(μαράνα θά), Maranatha, used also in Paul’s epistle to the Corinthians 
(cf. 1Cor16:22), would seem to indicate that this was a current “watch 
word” among the believing communities.
 We likewise find Paul emphasizing “gentleness” in his first epistle 
to Timothy when he lists the qualifications for an overseer.

An overseer, then, must be above reproach, the husband of 
one wife, temperate, prudent, respectable, hospitable, able to 
teach, not addicted to wine or pugnacious, but gentle, peace-
able, free from the love of money. (1Tim 3:2–3)

Here we see that “gentle” (epieikēs) is contrasted with “pugnacious,” 
that is, one who is short tempered and known for being out of control.
Paul uses the same term when writing to Titus:

Remind them to be subject to rulers, to authorities, to be obe-
dient, to be ready for every good deed, to malign no one, to 
be peaceable, gentle, showing every consideration for all men. 
(Tit 3:1–2)

Here, “peaceable” and “gentle” are also combined, contrasted with ma-
ligning someone and failing to show consideration for all people.
 We find Peter using the same word to describe masters who are 
“good and gentle.”

Servants, be submissive to your masters with all respect, not 
only to those who are good and gentle, but also to those who 
are unreasonable. (1Pet 2:18)

In this case, “gentle” would appear to describe a master who did not 
use undue force when correcting a servant but, as Paul teaches, “show-
ing consideration for all men.”
 …reasonable – The next characteristic which flows from divinely 
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given wisdom is that of “reasonable” (εὐπειθής, eupeithēs). This word is 
found only here in the Apostolic Scriptures and does not occur in the 
Lxx. Johnson gives this information about the word:

eupeithēs derives from the nouns eupeitheia (“ready obedi-
ence”), suggesting the quality of docility and willingness to 
get along with others….1 

The word eupeithēs, translated “reasonable” by the NASB, may also car-
ry the sense of “compliant” and “obedient,”2 and perhaps “willing to 
obey.” When coupled with the words “gentle” and “peaceable,” “rea-
sonable” continues to emphasize that James is describing the qualities 
necessary for cooperation rather than competition, that which results 
in seeking unity within the local community.
 …full of mercy (μεστὴ ἐλέους, mestē eleous) – Mercy (eleos) is the desire 
and ability to empathize with someone who is suffering for one reason 
or another. Even when the suffering has been brought on by wrong 
choices or unwise behavior, the ability to empathize provides an open-
ing to administer help. Clearly such empathy must be governed by wis-
dom, but the characteristic James is describing is that which flows from 
a genuine desire and ability to show love to someone in need. As Paul 
admonishes: 

Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who 
weep. (Rom 12:15)

Note also the directive found in Hebrews:

Remember the prisoners, as though in prison with them, and 
those who are ill-treated, since you yourselves also are in the 
body. (Heb 13:3)

Here, being part of the body of Messiah means that one should show 
mercy to others within the community who are in difficult straits. And 
the fact that James adds “full of” indicates that the Lord desires us to be 
abundant in showing mercy.
 …and good fruits (καρπῶν ἀγαθῶν, karpōn agathōn) – The same abun-
dance is to be evident in displaying “good fruits.” Since “full of mercy” 
is connected together with “and good fruits,” is seems very likely that 

1 Johnson, James, p. 274.
2 BDAG, “εὐπειθής,” p. 410.
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James has combined these two to give us a single idea, namely, to show 
mercy to those in need and to do so with an abundance of kindness. It 
is the combining of “mercy” and “good fruits” that allows us to fulfill 
the command of the Torah as reiterated and emphasized by our Lord 
and Savior: “love your neighbor as yourself.”
 Being “full of mercy and good fruits” in order to help those in need 
requires that we continue to be filled with the power of the Ruach, 
feeding our own souls with the truths of God’s word and seeking to 
grow in our ability to love others within the community with the love 
which James emphasizes in our text.
 … unwavering (ἀδιάκριτος, adiakritos) – Once again, James has utilized 
a word that is found only here in the Apostolic Scriptures and only 
once in the Lxx but which has no parallel in the Hebrew text.

These also are the “unwavering” proverbs of Solomon which 
the men of Hezekiah, king of Judah, transcribed. (Prov 25:1, 
Lxx)

The addition of the Lxx, using adiakritos, may indicate “unchanged” in 
the sense of the Proverbs of Solomon being taken as a recognized and 
received standard of wisdom.
 The word as used by James most likely connects with the final word 
used in this list, “without hypocrisy.”

The unwavering quality of actions indicates a purity or sin-
gleness of heart (cf. 4:8), characteristic of a person of integrity 
whose actions match his or her words.1

 “Unwavering” does not indicate the inability to change when 
change is needed. It rather emphasizes that the person who is known 
to be “unwavering” can be counted on to complete or fulfill that which 
he or she has promised to do. Moreover, the characteristic of “unwav-
ering” describes someone who is not constantly being attracted by 
this “fad” or that one. In short, “unwavering” describes a person who 
lives by godly principles because he or she is committed to a life that is 
pleasing to God.
 …without hypocrisy (ἀνυπόκριτος, anupokritos) – The opposite of “hy-
pocrisy” is the quality of being “sincere.” A hypocrite is one who puts 
on a good outward “show” but his or her inward self is something quite 

1 Richardson, James, p. 171.
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different. Remember the parable or illustration Yeshua uses to describe 
the “unfaithful servant.”

But if that evil slave says in his heart, ‘My master is not coming 
for a long time,’ and begins to beat his fellow slaves and eat 
and drink with drunkards; the master of that slave will come 
on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour which 
he does not know, and will cut him in pieces and assign him 
a place with the hypocrites (anupokritōn); in that place there 
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. (Matt 24:48–51)

Here, in the illustration our Lord presents, the “hypocrite” is used to 
designate those who portray a “religious” exterior but are full of filth 
inside. The true character of the servant is known by the master when 
he arrives unexpectedly. 
 The point James is making is that true wisdom, the wisdom which 
is from above, is not characterized by hypocrisy. True divinely given 
wisdom, that which is from above, is lived out by those who possess it 
and are empowered to live their lives by it.

18 – And the seed whose fruit is righteousness is sown in peace by 
those who make peace.

 James concludes this pericope with an obvious “capstone” which 
gathers together and summarizes the previous verses. The first ques-
tion is how to understand “the seed whose fruit is righteousness.” While 
several options seem possible, it seems clear to me that the “seed” is the 
very work of God Who, by His sovereign grace, has drawn the child 
of God to Himself and who has therefore exercised saving faith in the 
Messiah Yeshua. It is this seed of genuine salvation that, through the 
regenerating and sanctifying work of the Spirit, brings forth the “fruit 
of righteousness,” that is a life that is more and more conformed to the 
righteous life of Messiah Himself.
 Therefore, the “seed” which is salvation continues to produce the 
fruit of righteousness, i.e., is “sown” to produce ongoing fruit, and even 
as the seed is “sown in peace,” so it thereby produces the fruit of peace. 
Even as seeds from a fruit tree may sprout new trees, all those sprouted 
from the seeds of a given tree will grow to be the same kind of tree.
 That being the case, those who live by the wisdom which  is from 
above will continue to have a positive influence upon others who will 
likewise be drawn to appreciate and seek that same wisdom, that which  
fosters peace and not division.
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Chapter Four
commentary

 In chapter four James continues with the same theme and topic he 
has addressed in chapter three, namely, that quarrels, hatred, and slan-
der should never characterize the true body of Messiah as manifested 
in the local assemblies that claim Him to be their Lord and Savior. He 
continues with the same issue but does so now with a call to “submis-
sion to God and putting to death the sinful flesh.”
 In verses 1–12, the emphasis is upon a willing submission to God in 
one’s own spirit and thus a true desire to make life’s day-to-day deci-
sions in accordance with God’s revealed will, that is, the truth as made 
clear in the Scriptures and enabled by the indwelling Spirit of God. 
Then, in the final section of the chapter, verses 13–17, he admonishes us 
in very practical ways to always make our plans with the will of God 
as our primary goal and motivation, recognizing that to live contrary 
to the will of God is not the life of a true believer.
 Here is a general overview of the chapter.

I. Submission to God in all of one’s life and inward desires (1–12)
 A. That which hinders our submission to God
  1. Asking with wrong motives (1–3)
  2. Being friends with the world (4–6)
 B. That which fosters submission to God
  1. Drawing near to Him (7–10)
  2. Stop judging your brother; God is the judge (11–12)
II. Submission to God means accepting Him as the judge (13–17)
 A. Viewing all aspects of life as ordained by God (13–15)
  1. Example: making life’s plans without recognizing that He is  
   the giver of life and all things are ordained by Him (13–14)
  2. Rather, always have “if God wills” as the focus in making  
   life’s plans. (15)
 B. Living life without consideration that God is in control is (16–17)
  1. evil and arrogant boasting (16)
  2. to disregard what every believer knows to be true, and is  
   therefore sin (17)
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1 – What is the source of quarrels and conflicts among you? Is not the 
source your pleasures that wage war in your members?

 The NASB begins the verse with the phrase “What is the source…” 
which is a fair translation of the Greek which has Πόθεν (pothen) and 
carries the sense of “from where?” The Greek text actually repeats 
pothen again making the sentence: “From where are quarrels and from 
where are conflicts among you?” The repeating of the word might well 
indicate a heightened emphasis and passion in the “voice” of James. In 
response to such a passionate and probing question, one could imag-
ine that there were those within the communities to which James sent 
his epistle, communities that had experienced division among them-
selves,  who, upon hearing or reading these words would immediately 
be tempted to point fingers at each other. “Our quarrels and conflicts 
and the division it has caused was your fault–you’re the one who is to 
be blamed for the divisions among us!” “NO! It was you who caused all 
the trouble, not me!”
 James uses the terms “quarrels and conflicts” to characterize the di-
vision that existed in some of the communities he is addressing. “Quar-
rels” translates the Greek πόλεμος (polemos) which most often carries the 
sense of a literal “war” or “battle”1 and is used extensively in Revela-
tion for the wars and combat which will characterize the end times.2 
In non-biblical Greek literature, polemos could also be used figuratively 
to indicate “a state of hostility/antagonism, strife, conflict, quarrel”3 as 
James uses it in our text. Still, the use of the word by James seems to 
indicate not just common disagreements, but the kind of differences in 
which the parties refused to be reconciled and that therefore ended up 
in dividing away from each other.
 The Greek word translated in the NASB as “conflicts” (μάχη, maxē), 
however, is only found three other times in the Apostolic Scriptures4 
and always of “battles fought without physical weapons,” that is, bat-
tles brought about by strife between individuals over disagreements 
and the inability to find common ground. In such “conflicts” the weap-
ons utilized are one’s tongue and words. 
 … Is not the source your pleasures – But if we can envision the conflicts 
James addresses as being fomented by each side blaming the other, it 

1 cf. Matt 24:6; Mark 13:7; Luke 14:31; 21:9; 1Cor 14:8; Heb 11:34.
2 Rev 9:7, 9; 11:7; 12:7, 17; 13:7; 16:14; 19:19; 20:8.
3 BDAG, “πόλεμος,” p. 844.
4 2 Cor 7:5; 2 Tim 2:23; Titus 3:9.
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is clear that James offers a different answer to the rhetorical question  
with which he opened. He asks what the source of such “battles” and 
“conflicts” might be and he answers by stating that the source is “your 
pleasures that wage war in your members.” The Greek word translat-
ed “pleasures” is ἡδονή (hēdonē), used again in v. 3 of our chapter, and 
only three other times in the Apostolic Scriptures.1 In these three times 
where the word is found outside of the Epistle of James, it always car-
ries the sense of “sinful pleasures.”

The seed which fell among the thorns, these are the ones who 
have heard, and as they go on their way they are choked with 
worries and riches and pleasures of this life, and bring no 
fruit to maturity. (Lk 8:14)

For we also once were foolish ourselves, disobedient, de-
ceived, enslaved to various lusts and pleasures, spending our 
life in malice and envy, hateful, hating one another. (Tit 3:3)

But these, like unreasoning animals, born as creatures of 
instinct to be captured and killed, reviling where they have 
no knowledge, will in the destruction of those creatures also 
be destroyed, suffering wrong as the wages of doing wrong. 
They count it a pleasure to revel in the daytime. They are 
stains and blemishes, reveling in their deceptions, as they 
carouse with you, having eyes full of adultery that never 
cease from sin, enticing unstable souls, having a heart trained 
in greed, accursed children; (2Pet 2:12–14)

 James, then, in using these terms, is pointing out that the true source 
of “wars” and “conflicts” which disrupts the unity which should char-
acterize the assembly of believers, is nothing less than the fruit of the 
sinful nature allowed to prevail and to gain victory when it should 
constantly be put to death.
 And what is the primary “desire” that foments the quarrels and 
conflicts which result in division within the believing community? It 
is, in short, selfishness. Being self-centered means considering oneself 
as more important than others and that one’s own thoughts, aspira-
tions, and designs are right and those who may disagree are wrong. It 
is the core attribute of the sinful nature, that is, self-centeredness which 
results in pride and an arrogant disposition. Such is the opposite of 
humility which is to characterize the true believer in Yeshua.

1 Lk 8:14; Titus 3:3; 2Pet 2:13.
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 Yeshua identified the traits of the unregenerate person this way:

And He was saying, “That which proceeds out of the man, 
that is what defiles the man. For from within, out of the heart 
of men, proceed the evil thoughts, fornications, thefts, mur-
ders, adulteries, deeds of coveting and wickedness, as well 
as deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness. All 
these evil things proceed from within and defile the man. 
(Mk 7:20–23)

Likewise, in Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians he describes the sinful na-
ture as contrasted by the fruit of the Spirit, that which is to increasingly 
characterize the believer in Yeshua.

Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are: immo-
rality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, 
jealousy, outbursts of anger, disputes, dissensions, factions, 
envying, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these, of 
which I forewarn you, just as I have forewarned you, that 
those who practice such things will not inherit the kingdom 
of God. But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; 
against such things there is no law. Now those who belong to 
Messiah Yeshua have crucified the flesh with its passions and 
desires. (Gal 5:19–24)

 …that wage war in your members? – Here James reminds us in clear 
and unmistakable language that as believers in Yeshua, we nonethe-
less retain the sinful nature and must therefore recognize that a war 
continues and must be engaged if the battle is to be won. We, however, 
who are true believers in Yeshua, have the sure and firm promise that 
our own victory over sin is certain, and the seal that we are indeed to 
be victorious is that we are even now progressing more and more in 
subduing the sinful nature and yielding our thoughts, words, actions, 
and plans to the Lord, seeking to honor Him in all aspects of our lives. 
Wherein we fail and sin, we seek repentance and forgiveness, as well as 
strength to overcome and be victorious in the future. And the indwell-
ing Spirit Himself continues to strengthen every believer in their desire 
and ability to live more and more to honor the One Who has redeemed 
them.

For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a 
good work in you will perfect it until [with a view to] the day 
of Messiah Yeshua. (Phil 1:6)
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2 – You lust and do not have; so you commit murder. You are envious 
and cannot obtain; so you fight and quarrel. You do not have because 
you do not ask.

 It is important to recognize the structure of this verse, for if the lines 
are parallel (as they seem clearly to be), then this will aid in our under-
standing the meaning James intended. We can see the parallelism this 
way:

(A1) You lust and do not have;
 (B1)     So you commit murder.
(A2) Your are envious and cannot obtain;
(B2)         So you fight and quarrel
(C)   You do not have because you do not ask.

 You lust and do not have – The first description of those who are fo-
menting dissension and division within the community is that they are 
given to “lust” (ἐπιθυμέω, epithumeō), which is the word thumeomai, “to 
have a strong desire for something” made even stronger by the addi-
tion of the preposition epi. Thus the NASB uses the English word “lust” 
to indicate the heightened emphasis of the “desire” being described. It 
is a desire that will stop at nothing to obtain what it wants.
 In our context, what is that which is “greatly desired” but is not 
yet obtained? It is a position of prestige, power, authority within the 
community which the person or persons have not yet been given. It is 
seeking to obtain the recognition by others that those desiring a place 
of prominence should be given it. 
 …so you commit murder. – Here it is difficult to know exactly what 
James intends us to understand by the use of “murder” (φονεύω, pho-
neuō), the verb that regularly carries the sense of physically taking 
someone’s life. Some of the commentators, both ancient and modern, 
who find our text too difficult to accept as original, follow Erasmus 
who suggested that φονεύω, “to murder” be emended to φθονέω, “to be 
envious, to be jealous.” However, there is no manuscript evidence to 
support such a reading and it should therefore not be considered.
 We must see in the words of James here that which is clearly taught 
in the Scriptures, that murder may surely begin with the sin of envy,  
which fuels anger and may lead to murder. Therefore lusting ought to 
be viewed for what it really is—the first step toward murder. We well 
remember that it was envy that first entered the heart of Cain, which 
brought forth anger which eventuated in murdering his brother Abel.
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 Still, it is also evident that sometimes the Scriptures use a sense of 
“murder” in a figurative way to describe character assassination. Jere-
miah speaks of the tongue as a sword:

Then they said, “Come and let us devise plans against Jere-
miah. Surely the law is not going to be lost to the priest, nor 
counsel to the sage, nor the divine word to the prophet! Come 
on and let us strike at him with our tongue, and let us give no 
heed to any of his words. (Jer 18:18) 

 Likewise, Yeshua links the commandment, “You shall not murder” 
with anger against one’s brother which leads to describing him with 
words of hatred.

You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘you shALL not 
commit murder’ and ‘Whoever commits murder shall be lia-
ble to the court.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry 
with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever 
says to his brother, ‘You good-for-nothing,’ shall be guilty be-
fore the supreme court; and whoever says, ‘You fool,’ shall be 
guilty enough to go into the fiery hell. (Matt 5:21–22)

 This fits the parallelism of our verse well, that while James is not in 
any way diminishing the severity of “murder,” he is showing us that 
the anger that leads to slandering another person and thus seeking to  
assassinate his character, is the same kind of anger that leads people to 
commit physical murder as well. Thus, once again, James emphasizes 
the grave sin of engaging in lashon hara, slander and gossip.
 …You are envious and cannot obtain; so you fight and quarrel – When 
“lust” is not fulfilled, it turns to envy which is never satisfied. In the 
context of what was happening in some of the assemblies to which 
James’ epistle was being sent, those who were seeking to gain positions 
of authority and to be in control resorted to fighting and quarreling 
because they had not obtained what they desired.
 But it is obvious that such activity not only fails to obtain what is 
desired. It rather defeats the greater purpose of the community as well, 
which is to honor the very Lord Who promised to build His ekklesia, 
even defeating the enemy Satan himself. (Matt 16:18)
 You do not have because you do not ask. – Here in a short sentence, 
James gives us the crux of the issue. Those who were seeking to obtain 
their desired positions and influence to fulfill their own lusts for pow-
er have failed to obtain what they want because they did not submit 
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themselves to the very Lord they professed to serve, and failed to live 
out the truth that God Himself is the One Who gives to each of His own 
that which He has ordained for them. And this includes the plan He 
has for each of His children to accomplish the work He has given them 
to do, even equipping them for that work so that as they rely upon Him, 
they are successful in their service for the Lord.
 What is more, failing to seek the Lord to supply one’s needs and de-
sires is tantamount to denying that He is the source of all that is good. 
To presume that one is able, on his own strength and ability, to obtain 
what is right and good, is in essence to deny that God is the sovereign of 
the universe and that He is the source of all blessings including equip-
ping each of His children to complete the work He has given them to 
do. James’ emphasis is that self-centeredness is a slippery slope, and if 
left unchecked, can end in denying the very God one claims to serve.

3 – You ask and do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, 
so that you may spend it on your pleasures.

 You ask and do not receive – At first reading, it may seem that James is 
contradicting himself, for here he states “You ask” but in the previous 
verse he writes “you do not have because you do not ask.” Yet it is clear 
that a chiastic arrangement links the opening clause of verse 3 with the 
final clause of verse 2.

  v. 2 A οὐκ ἔχετε       – “you do not have”
     B μὴ αἰτεῖσθαι    – “you do not ask”
  v. 3  B’ αἰτεῖτε        – “you ask”
    A’ οὐ λαμβάνετε – “you do not receive”

 Given this obvious parallel structure, it would seem at first reading 
that James is contradicting himself, for he states that those to whom he 
is addressing his words “do not ask” and then he states that they “do 
ask.” But the present active indicative verb αἰτεῖτε (< αἰτεω, aiteō, “to 
ask”) could be understood in several ways. Since the verb aiteō can also 
carry the sense of “demand,” i.e., “to ask for something with a claim on 
receipt of an answer,”1 this may help us understand James’ intended 
meaning in our verse. For instance, Peter uses aiteō in the sense of re-
quiring an account from someone.

1 BDAG, “αἰτεω,” p. 30.
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but sanctify Messiah as Lord in your hearts, always being 
ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an 
account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and 
reverence; (1Pet 3:15)

 If the verb “to ask” is being used by James with this usage of the 
word in mind, then we may understand “you ask” to mean “you de-
mand” or “you ask expecting that God is obligated to give you what you 
request.” Understanding our text in this way parallels John’s teaching 
in his first epistle, for in emphasizing that prayer is the means by which 
God supplies His children with their requests, he likewise stresses that 
we are to pray in accordance with God’s will.
 

This is the confidence which we have before Him, that, if we 
ask anything according to His will, He hears us. And if we 
know that He hears us in whatever we ask, we know that 
we have the requests which we have asked from Him. (1Jn 
5:14–15)

It is clear that when John writes “He hears us,” he is utilizing the word 
“hear” from its Hebrew perspective. Even as the Shema (Deut 6:4-9) be-
gins with “Hear, Oh Israel…,” which, in context, means to “pay atten-
tion in order to do what God commands,” so it is that when the child of 
God prays in accordance with the will of God, He will most certainly 
do all that is required to fulfill that request and thus to bring about 
His sovereign will. On the other hand, when a request comes before 
the Father which is not according to His will, it is not as though He is 
unaware of the request, for that is not what the word “hear” intends in 
the context of 1John 5. That which is contrary to His will He obviously 
does not do, and this would mean He does not “hear” the request in the 
sense that He does not undertake to fulfill or grant the request. 
 …because you ask with wrong motives – This is the very thing that 
James makes clear in our text, for he gives us the reason the child of 
God does not receive what he or she may have requested of God—the 
request is not according to God’s will.
 The NASB, NIV, and TLV translate the Greek two-word phrase with 
a paraphrase, “you ask with wrong motives.” The Greek simply has διότι 
κακῶς αἰτεῖσθε, “because you ask wrongly (or) badly” thus the NASB 
and NIV have interpreted the adverb κακῶς (kakōs) as indicating that 
James is teaching “wrong motives” as the reason for not receiving what 
one requests of the Lord. The ESV along with the NET have “because 
you ask wrongly” which is a more literal translation of the Greek.  
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 But this leaves us with the obvious question: what does James mean 
by the phrase “you ask wrongly”? Clearly it does not mean that prop-
er prayer requires a specific “formula,” for if that were the case, the 
Scriptures would surely make such a “formula” known. Indeed, the 
three-word prayer of Peter, “Lord, save me,” as he began to sink into 
the stormy water, was answered immediately by his all-powerful Sav-
ior, Yeshua (Matt 14:30). Rather, as James will teach us in the final para-
graph of our chapter, to “ask wrongly” means to pray that God would 
grant something without having “if You are willing” as the foundation-
al principle upon which the request is made. Praying as God intends us 
to pray has this primary goal: to glorify and honor God as the giver of 
everything that is good, and thus to submit to His will in all aspects of 
our lives. This is perfectly modeled for us in the prayer of Yeshua as He 
anticipated the terrible self-sacrifice He would endure to procure the 
salvation of all those for whom He would suffer.

And He withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and He 
knelt down and began to pray, saying, “Father, if You are 
willing, remove this cup from Me; yet not My will, but Yours 
be done.” (Lk 22:41–42)

 …so that you may spend it on your pleasures. – James makes it clear in 
the final phrase of our verse that to “ask wrongly” in prayer is to have 
one’s own desires in view rather than God’s will. This is made all the 
more evident when James uses the metaphor to “spend” (δαπανάω, dap-
anaō) coupled with “on your pleasures” (ἡδονή, hēdonē), for this clearly 
pictures seeking God in order to fulfill one’s own desires rather than 
desiring to honor Him by doing His will and giving Him the praise 
He deserves. Moreover, as we noted in v. 1 of our chapter, where the 
same word, hēdonē (“pleasures”) is used, in every other place outside of 
James where this word for “pleasures” is found, it always denotes “sin-
ful pleasures,” i.e., that which pleases oneself without regard for others 
and particularly for what honors and pleases God.

4 – You adulteresses! Don’t you know that friendship with the world 
is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the 
world makes himself an enemy of God.

  Now James makes it very clear in regard to his meaning: to live 
life putting oneself as of highest importance is to deny the God Who 
created you and to identify oneself with the world.
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 You adulteresses! – The language James employs is bold and piercing 
to anyone who claims to be a child of God. He uses the term “adulter-
esses” metaphorically, but in doing so he does not diminish whatsoever 
the magnitude of the offense.
 The Greek word itself, μοιχαλίδες (moixalides), is feminine in gender 
and thus answers to the biblical metaphor of marriage used to describe 
the relationship between God and His covenant people. In the Tanach, 
for instance, Israel is viewed as the wife of Adonai, Who is her hus-
band, to emphasize the covenant relationship established by God with 
His chosen nation.

“Behold, days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will 
make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the 
house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made with their 
fathers in the day I took them by the hand to bring them out 
of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, although 
I was a husband to them,” declares the LORD. (Jer 31:31–32)1 

 The same metaphor of marriage is used to describe the ekklesia Yesh-
ua promised to build (cf. Matt 16:18).

For I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy; for I betrothed 
you to one husband, so that to Messiah I might present you as 
a pure virgin. (2Cor 11:2)

Let us rejoice and be glad and give the glory to Him, for the 
marriage of the Lamb has come and His bride has made her-
self ready. It was given to her to clothe herself in fine linen, 
bright and clean; for the fine linen is the righteous acts of the 
saints. Then he said to me, “Write, ‘Blessed are those who are 
invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.’” And he said to 
me, “These are true words of God.” (Rev 19:7–9)2

 Thus, the ekklesia that Yeshua promised to build encompasses all 
believers from all ages who, by God’s sovereign appointment, have a 
covenant relationship with God through faith in Yeshua. This covenant 
relationship is pictured as a marriage in which Yeshua is the Groom 
and His ekklesia is the bride.
 With this picture in mind, when James refers to those who profess 

1 Note also Jer 3:6–10; 13:27; Isa 57:3; Hos 3:1; 9:1; Ezek 16:38; 23:45.
2 Note also Eph 5:25–27.
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to belong to Yeshua but who, in reality, are duped into believing that 
their “religion” is the means of gaining their own pleasures, they are 
like a person who is married and wears a wedding ring but is unfaith-
ful to their spouse.
 This is why James uses the feminine form, “adulteresses,” rather 
than the masculine “adulterers,” because the Greek word ἐκκλησία (ek-
klēsia) is feminine in gender. As such, he views everyone who confesses 
Yeshua to be their Lord and Savior as representing the ekklesia and thus 
as representing the “bride of Messiah.”
 The prophets used the imagery of  “adultery” to figuratively de-
scribe unfaithful Israel. Since the covenant relationship between the 
chosen nation of Israel and God was viewed as a marriage, when Israel 
gave themselves to the worship of idols, they were committing spiritu-
al adultery.

Surely, as a woman treacherously departs from her lover, so 
you have dealt treacherously with Me, O house of Israel,” de-
clares the Lord. (Jer 3:20)

Then it came about after all your wickedness (‘Woe, woe to 
you!’ declares the Lord GOD), that you built yourself a shrine 
and made yourself a high place in every square. You built 
yourself a high place at the top of every street and made your 
beauty abominable, and you spread your legs to every pass-
er-by to multiply your harlotry. You also played the harlot 
with the Egyptians, your lustful neighbors, and multiplied 
your harlotry to make Me angry. (Ezek 16:23–26)

When the Lord first spoke through Hosea, the Lord said to 
Hosea, “Go, take to yourself a wife of harlotry and have chil-
dren of harlotry; for the land commits flagrant harlotry, for-
saking the Lord.” (Hos 1:2)

Likewise, Yeshua referred to the generation of His time who were re-
jecting Him as those who were committing spiritual adultery, because 
the covenant God made with Israel required faithfulness to Him .

But He answered and said to them, “An evil and adulterous 
generation craves for a sign; and yet no sign will be given to it 
but the sign of Jonah the prophet; (Matt 12:39, cf. 16:4)

 The eternal salvation procured by Yeshua for all who are saved is  
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also revealed to us as a covenant:

and when He had given thanks, He broke it and said, “This is 
My body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of Me.” In 
the same way He took the cup also after supper, saying, “This 
cup is the new covenant in My blood; do this, as often as you 
drink it, in remembrance of Me.” For as often as you eat this 
bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until 
He comes. (1Cor 11:24–26)

This teaches us the eternal and infinite significance of being chosen by 
God unto eternal salvation. All who are truly His have become cove-
nant members with Him, having been joined to Him through faith in 
the Messiah. This means that all who are “in the Messiah,” will seek to 
be faithful to Him even as a wife and husband are faithful to each other 
in the covenant of marriage. It is the promise of God through the work 
of His Spirit, that those Yeshua has redeemed by His death will remain 
faithful to Him through the work of the indwelling, abiding Spirit.

Now He who establishes us with you in Christ and anointed 
us is God, who also sealed us and gave us the Spirit in our 
hearts as a pledge. (2Cor 1:21–22)

 Some may wonder why the KJV, for instance, has “Ye adulterers and 
adulteresses” while the NASB, ESV, NIV, etc. have only “adulteresses.” 
The reason is that there is a textual variant here. Some scribes were ap-
parently surprised at the use of the feminine gender alone, apparently 
feeling that it was improper to exclude men as well. Thus, they wrote 
μοιχοὶ καὶ μοιχαλίδες, “adulterers and adulteresses” but the weight of 
textual evidence clearly shows that “adulteresses” alone is the original 
reading. Thus, early English translations such as the KJV, were done be-
fore many of the older manuscripts had been discovered, thus relying 
upon later manuscripts which had both “adulterers and adulteresses.”1

 … Don’t you know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? – 
James considers it the norm that all who have come to saving faith in 
Yeshua recognize and accept that there is a marked difference between 
the godless perspective of the world and the life of faith in Yeshua 
which honors Him and His righteousness.

1 μοιχαλίδες, 𝔓100 א* A B 33. 81. 1241. 1739 pc latt syp 

μοιχοὶ καὶ μοιχαλίδες, 2א P Ψ 𝔐 syh
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 The Greek word translated as “friendship” in our verse is φιλία (phil-
ia) and is found only here in the Apostolic Scriptures.  It can carry the 
range of affection from “friendship” to “marital love.” Philia is found 
a number of times in the Lxx of the Tanach, but only in the book of 
Proverbs.1 In Prov 5:15–19 the word philia is used to describe intimate 
relations that are reserved for marriage.
 It is clear in our text that the word philia is used to describe some-
thing beyond what our English word “friendship” engenders. When 
James writes ἡ φιλία τοῦ κόσμου, “the philia of the world,” he is not de-
scribing common courtesy or kindness to others as we live in this fallen 
world. Rather, he is describing participation in the debauchery of the 
world which is contrary to the very righteousness of God. We can be 
sure of this because James describes such “love/friendship with the 
world” as causing “enmity with God.”  The Greek word translated 
“enmity,” ἔχθρa (exthra) can also carry the sense of “hostility” and “ha-
tred.”2 To be at enmity with God is to be against Him and to desire the 
world, caring nothing about what pleases Him. This is made explicit in 
the next sentence of our verse.
 … Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an 
enemy of God. –  Here, James makes it very clear what he means by be-
ing a “friend of the world.” To be a “friend of the world” is, at the same 
time, to be an “enemy of God.” Here, the Greek word is ἐχθρός (exthros), 
which most often is used in the Apostolic Scriptures to denote an “en-
emy.” This word is used of Pilate and Herod who were enemies (Lk 
23:12). James’ statement here reminds us of John’s words in 1John 2:15.

Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone 
loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. (1Jn 2:15)

John is using the word “love” in a covenant sense. To love the world 
means to live in accordance with the world’s standards, that which is 
contrary to the righteous standards of God, and thus to identify with 
the world and against God.
 This fills out the meaning of “adulteresses” with which James begins 
this verse, for in using this metaphor James is describing the person 
who professes Yeshua to be their savior yet is marked by intimate con-

1 Prov. 5:19; 7:18; 10:12; 15:17; 17:9; 19:7; 25:10[note addition in Lxx]; 27:5.
2 BDAG, “ἔχθρα,” p. 419. ἔχθρα is a feminine noun cognate to ἐχθρός, most 

often carrying the sense of “enemy.” The word is found 31 times in the 
Apostolic Scriptures, and the NASB translates it as “enemy” 30 times.
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nections with the world. There is no middle ground. There is no such 
thing as a “carnal believer,” that is, someone who is truly a child of God 
through faith in Yeshua but whose life is marked by those things which 
God hates, that is, the things of the world.
 Surely every child of God, every believer in Yeshua, retains the 
sinful nature, the flesh, and must constantly be growing in spiritual 
strength to put to death the desires of the flesh and to yield themselves 
to the work of the Spirit in becoming more and more conformed to the 
very image of Yeshua. But when the believer gives in to the flesh and 
sins, repentance and the forgiveness God promises will inevitably be 
forthcoming.
 The battle we fight against the draw of the world is one in which 
every child of God is engaged and will win, for by His grace we endure 
and through the work of the Spirit, enabling us to live in accordance 
with the truth of the Scriptures, we persevere in God’s grace until we 
will see Him face to face. It is this truth to which James now turns.

5 – Or do you think that the Scripture speaks to no purpose: “He jeal-
ously desires the Spirit which He has made to dwell in us”?

 That in the previous context James pictures the relationship of the 
believer with God as that of a marriage, this now helps us understand 
the manner in which James portrays God as “jealous.” As one commen-
tator puts it:

Verse 5 explains why flirtation with the world is so serious a 
matter by bringing to mind the jealousy of the Lord, which 
demands total, unreserved, unwavering allegiance from the 
people with whom He has joined Himself.1 

 Many commentators have remarked that this verse is one of the 
most difficult to expound upon in the whole of the Apostolic Scrip-
tures. The reasons for such difficulty may be summed in a number of 
issues.
 First, when James writes that “the Scriptures speaks,” one immedi-
ately presumes that he is giving us a quote from the Tanach. However, 
the text he gives is nowhere specifically found in the Tanach.
 Second, due to the manner in which the Greek is written, the main 

1 Douglas Moo, James in The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Eerdmans, 
2000), p. 188. 
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clause of the verse could be translated three different ways:1

1. He who caused the Spirit to live in us yearns jealously
2. the spirit He caused to live in us yearns jealously
3. He jealously yearns for the Spirit He made to live in us

Given the previous context, it seems best to understand James’ words 
here to be expressing God’s jealousy as a husband longing for His wife’s 
full and unfettered attention and love.
 If we understand the word “spirit” to refer to the Holy Spirit, then 
the meaning would be that God in His sovereign love for His own, de-
sires and directs His Spirit to bring about true sanctification and holi-
ness of the believer in whom He dwells, for God is “jealous” in the right 
sense of that term for those who are His.
 But if we take the word “spirit” to refer to the human spirit which 
God made to dwell in mankind (Gen 2:7), then James is describing 
God’s rightful jealousy for each of His chosen ones to be completely 
faithful to Him and to have no attraction to the “world,” i.e., that which 
“hates Yeshua.”

The world cannot hate you, but it hates Me because I testify of 
it, that its deeds are evil. (Jn 7:7)

Either way the verse is understood, its main message is clear: God has 
an enduring love for all of His chosen people, those who have been re-
deemed by the precious blood of Yeshua and who are being sanctified 
by the work of the Spirit through the word of God, and therefore longs 
for each of His children to grow in genuine love for Him by living in a 
way that honors and glorifies Him as the one and only eternal, infinite 
God.
 Thus, since James is not giving us a direct quote from the Tanach, 
how are we to understand his claim that the Scriptures state that God 
“jealously desires the Spirit which He has made to dwell in us?” We 
must understand James as not giving a direct quote from the Tanach, 
but giving us a general statement of what the Tanach teaches about God 
being jealous for His own. Thus we read:

You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the LORD 
your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the 

1 See Moo, James, pp. 188–191 for grammatical explanations for the various 
options. 
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fathers on the children, on the third and the fourth genera-
tions of those who hate Me, (Ex 20:5)

for you shall not worship any other god, for the Lord, whose 
name is Jealous, is a jealous God. (Ex 34:14)

Thus says the Lord of hosts, ‘I am exceedingly jealous for 
Zion, yes, with great wrath I am jealous for her.’ (Zech 8:2)

 The application of this biblical concept, of God’s jealousy for His 
own, is clear: the love of God for all those who are His, a love which is 
eternal and infinite, is expressed in our text as a divine longing for the 
faithfulness, fidelity, and expressed love for those He has redeemed. 
Knowing this truth should cause each of us to become more and more 
aligned with that which pleases Him and to put away from our lives 
anything that we know displeases Him. As His redeemed people, we 
must constantly commit ourselves to “walk by the Spirit” so that “we 
will not carry out the desire of the flesh.” (Gal 5:16)

6 – But He gives a greater grace. Therefore it says, “god is opposed to 
the proud, but gives grace to the humble.”

 Having understood the previous verse as teaching us that the Spirit 
of God Who indwells every believer is jealous for each of His own, 
we now see that it is the work of the Spirit in the life of the believer to 
enable them to turn from selfish ambitions and the draw of the world 
and to humbly submit to the leading of the Ruach, by which they are 
more and more conformed to the very image of the One Who redeemed 
them.   Here, then, we see James giving us the positive perspective 
and necessary steps the child of God must take in order to overcome 
those things by which James characterizes a wayward believer in vers-
es 1–5 of our chapter. In the previous context (vs. 1–5), he has empha-
sized:

•  “quarrels and conflicts” which divide the believing community
• such quarrels and conflicts proceed from “pleasures that wage war 

in your members.”
• “lust,” i.e., the desire to have something others have, such as posi-

tion, authority, applause, status, etc.
• lashon hara, gossip, slander, failing to believe and live with the truth 

that all good things come from God (“you do not ask”)
• when you do ask God, you ask with wrong motives, i.e., to “spend it 

on yourself,” i.e., to build yourself up in the eyes of others
• friendship with the world, i.e., seeking to be accepted by the worldly 

society
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 But He gives a greater grace. – The antidote to such carnal passions is 
the power that God gives as the gift of His grace. Those who are truly 
God’s children through His sovereign work of redemption are likewise 
those who become more and more sanctified or set apart unto Him as 
the fruit of His grace. As Paul teaches:

The Torah came in so that the transgression would increase; 
but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, so that, 
as sin reigned in death, even so grace would reign through 
righteousness to eternal life through Yeshua Messiah our 
Lord. (Rom 5:20–21)

It is by the righteous standard of the Torah that sin is identified, for sin 
is that which is contrary to God’s own righteousness. Thus John writes:

Everyone who practices sin also practices lawlessness; and 
sin is lawlessness. (1Jn 3:4)1 

 Thus, the Lord gives “greater grace” to those who are His, so that by 
His grace the believer is encouraged and strengthened to overcome the 
flesh and to grow in a life given over to God’s righteous ways. Thus, the 
phrase “greater grace” should be understood to mean “He continues 
to give even more grace” (μείζονα δὲ δίδωσιν χάριν), for all those He has 
brought to Himself are guarded and maintained for eternity, for none 
of those for whom Yeshua died will ever be lost. For Yeshua stated:

All that the Father gives Me will come to Me, and the one 
who comes to Me I will certainly not cast out. For I have come 
down from heaven, not to do My own will, but the will of 
Him who sent Me. This is the will of Him who sent Me, that 
of all that He has given Me I lose nothing, but raise it up on 
the last day. (Jn 6:37–39)

Surely there may be times when a person who has professed Yeshua as 
their Savior may stumble, as James has taught us previously:

For we all stumble in many ways.… (Jms 3:2)

1 “lawlessness” translates ἀνομία (anomia) which is simply the alpha-priva-
tive (like our English prefix “un–”) attached to νόμος (nomos), the Greek 
word regularly used to translate ֹּתֹוָרה (torah).
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And such “stumbling” may even include deep descent into worldli-
ness. But God remains ever faithful to His word, for He cannot deny 
Himself (2Tim 2:13), and He therefore maintains His loving disposition 
toward all who are His, for they have been bought with the price of 
Yeshua’s own life.
 James now quotes from the Tanach to prove his point:

 “god is opposed to the proud, but gives grAce to the humbLe.” (Prov 3:34)
ὁ θεὸς ὑπερηφάνοις ἀντιτάσσεται, ταπεινοῖς δὲ δίδωσιν χάριν. 
κύριος ὑπερηφάνοις ἀντιτάσσεται, ταπεινοῖς δὲ δίδωσιν χάριν 
(Lxx)

James quotes this text verbatim from the Lxx, changing the Lxx’s κύριος 
(kurios), “Lord” to ὁ θεὸς (ho theos), “God.” The Lxx, along with James’ 
quote, interprets the Hebrew ֵלץ (lātz), “scoffer” as “a proud person” and 
the Hebrew ָעִני (‘oni), “poor, afflicted person” as one who is “humble.” 
All in all, the Lxx has given the clear sense of the Hebrew, and thus so 
does the quote by James.
 The outcome and meaning of James’ teaching is clear: God, by His 
sovereign grace, will do all that is necessary to bring His own to a place 
where they continue to grow in living righteously and shun the un-
godly ways of the world. In our immediate context here in James, that 
which characterizes those who are straying from the truth is their de-
sire to tear others down by gossip and “character-assassination” and in 
doing so, they cause division and unrest in the body of Messiah.

There are six things which the Lord hates, yes, seven which 
are an abomination to Him: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, and 
hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked 
plans, feet that run rapidly to evil, a false witness who ut-
ters lies, and one who spreads strife among brothers. (Prov 
6:16–19)

7–8 Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from 
you. Draw near to God and He will draw near to you. Cleanse your 
hands, you sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-minded.

 Submit therefore to God – James now gives us the foundational means 
by which we, as believers in Yeshua, may guard ourselves from being 
attracted by the ungodly world and to grow in our true desire and abil-
ity to please the One Who has redeemed us. When he uses the word 
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“therefore,” he is teaching us what must characterize our walk with the 
Lord in order not to be entangled by those things which God hates, as 
described in the opening verses of chapter five.
 And the first requirement is to “submit to God” (ὑποτάγητε οὖν τῷ 
θεῷ). In one sense, “submission” primarily carries the sense of “obey.” 
For instance, we see Luke using the same Greek word, ὑποτάσσω (hupo-
tassō) to describe the twelve-year-old Yeshua Who submitted to Mary 
and Joseph as seen by His obeying them.

And He went down with them and came to Nazareth, and He 
continued in subjection to them; and His mother treasured all 
these things in her heart. (Lk 2:51)

Submission to God must characterize the overall life of the believer, for 
submission to God is the opposite of obeying or giving into the sinful 
flesh. As one commentator puts it:

Submission to God is the beginning, middle, and end of the 
prodigal’s return from disastrous familiarity with the world 
to the security of the Father’s home.1 

How true this is, for submission to God is the very opposite of what 
our remaining sinful nature desires. To have a life that is characterized 
as submitting to God is to more and more win the battle over sin. And 
the ultimate model of submission to God is that of Yeshua Himself. For 
in His prayer before going to the cross, Yeshua, as the incarnate One, 
expresses the awfulness of death, yet in the face of His impending cru-
cifixion He fully submits to His Father’s will.

And He withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and He 
knelt down and began to pray, saying, “Father, if You are 
willing, remove this cup from Me; yet not My will, but Yours 
be done.” (Lk 22:41–42)

 How do we submit to God in our lives? We do so first by knowing 
His will—for He has revealed His will for us in the Scriptures and giv-
en us His description of that which is righteous and what is unrigh-
teous. Moreover, when we know His word and hide it in our hearts so 
that we are able to think His thoughts after Him, then we know what 

1 Alfred Plummer, The General Epistles of St. James and St. Jude (Hodder and 
Stoughton, 1891) , p. 238.
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pleases Him and what is contrary to His very righteousness. Surely 
the Ruach, the Spirit of God leads us in applying the Scriptures, and 
grieves when we act contrary to them, but even in this the Scriptures 
must be known and kept.

Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. (Ps 
119:105)

For the commandment is a lamp and the teaching is light; and 
reproofs for discipline are the way of life…. (Prov 6:23)
For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any 
two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul 
and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the 
thoughts and intentions of the heart. (Heb 4:12)

 Resist the devil and he will flee from you. – The next requirement for 
the child of God to grow in spiritual strength in order to bless the Lord 
Who redeemed them is to “resist the devil” (ἀντίστητε δὲ τῷ διαβόλῳ). The 
Greek word translated here as “resist” is ἀνθίστημι (anthistēmi) which in-
corporates the sense “to take a stand against” someone or something, 
i.e., to be in opposition to another person’s actions or invitation to join 
in ungodly behavior. Paul uses the same term when he describes the 
spiritual armor needed to defeat the enemy.

Therefore, take up the full armor of God, so that you will be 
able to resist (ἀντιστῆναι) in the evil day, and having done ev-
erything, to stand firm. (Eph 6:13)

Likewise, Peter also admonishes us to “resist the devil.”

Be of sober spirit, be on the alert. Your adversary, the devil, 
prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to de-
vour. But resist him, firm in your faith, knowing that the 
same experiences of suffering are being accomplished by 
your brethren who are in the world. (1Pet 5:8–9)

 In our times, numbers of teachers and ministries have made “spir-
itual warfare” a major topic of their teachings. Unfortunately, some of 
the better known ministries have popularized methods of “spiritual 
warfare” that have very little or no basis in the Scriptures. As a result, 
there are two responses to such errant teachings, both of which are 
wrong. One is to accept the methods taught by such ministries even 
though they give no biblical foundation for their methodologies in 
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“spiritual  warfare” and actually teach things contrary to the Scrip-
tures. A second response, equally egregious, is to downplay the whole 
idea of “spiritual warfare” altogether, abandoning it to the waste bin of 
religious nonsense.
 But the Scriptures make it clear that we who are born from above, 
who have been “born again to a living hope” (1Pet 1:3), must enter the 
battle because we have been given the ability to defeat the enemy. In 
the text quoted above (1Pet 5:8–9) we see important aspects of how we 
are to defeat the devil.
 First, “be of sober spirit.” The word “sober” (νήφω. nēphō) is used 
here in a metaphoric sense, thus the NASB adds the word “spirit” 
which is surely implied. The word carries the primary sense of to be 
free from every form of mental and spiritual “drunkenness,” that is, to 
be “well balanced,” having “self-control.”1 This means that we must be 
alert in all aspects of life, both things physical and spiritual, for the two 
are bound together. Anything that distracts us from spiritual alertness 
must be avoided if we intend to be “sober in spirit.”
 Second, Peter admonishes us to “be on the alert.” This means to be  
ready and watching at all times. We cannot segregate our lives into that 
which is “spiritual” and that which is “secular.” As Paul teaches us,

Whether, then, you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to 
the glory of God. (1Cor 10:31)

This means that all facets of our lives, whether working, relaxing, en-
gaging in hobbies, past-times, entertainment, etc., all must be done in a 
way that honors God, i.e., by engaging in all aspects of our lives with a 
desire to honor our Creator and Savior.
 Third, Peter teaches us to “resist” the enemy, “firm in your faith.” 
Even in times of suffering, we must be strong in our faith, knowing that 
nothing comes into our lives but that God intends it to strengthen us, 
for He promises to give us strength to persevere as we rely upon and 
cling to Him and His eternal promises given to us in His word.
 Thus James states: “…and he will flee from you.” The enemy has no 
power against the glory and sovereignty of our Lord and Savior, Yesh-
ua. The devil trembles at His name and has no option but to obey Him 
when He commands him to flee. Let us remember the power we have 
in Him as those who are bought with the very price of His blood.
 So how are we able to defeat such a formidable foe? By remaining 

1 BDAG, “νήφω,” p. 672.
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firm, i.e., steadfast in our faith. And to do this we must constantly be 
utilizing the “means of grace” which God has so graciously given to 
us. These are the Scriptures, prayer (both private and corporate), and 
regular fellowship with other believers.
 …he will flee from you. Our faith is based upon the truth that God has 
revealed to us in His word. And through Yeshua’s death, resurrection, 
ascension and intercession we know for certain that there is no need 
to fear the enemy: the battle has already been won! As we walk in the 
footsteps of the Messiah, honoring Him for His love, grace, mercy, and 
the eternal salvation He has purchased for us, we are victorious over 
the enemy for he cannot remain in the presence of those whose lives 
honor and glorify the battle’s Victor, Yeshua HaMashiach.
 Draw near to God and He will draw near to you. – Now James exhorts us 
to be diligent in our walk of faith so that we will be strengthened both 
to engage the battle and to be victorious in it. 
 The verb “draw near” (ἐγγίζω, engizō) is often used in the Lxx to 
translate verbs of “approaching” or “coming near” in relationship to 
the Tabernacle and Temple, and thus seems very often to be used in the 
context of “worship,” particularly the worship offered at the Tabernacle 
and Temples.1

 Thus, the phrase used in our text by James means to have a life that 
is characterized by drawing near to God in worship, in adoration of His 
greatness, and with thanksgiving for the unspeakable gift of Yeshua 
and the redemption He procured for all who are His. What is more, to 
recognize the ever-present Spirit of God (Ruach HaKodesh – Holy Spir-
it) Who indwells every believer, is to understand that we are enabled to 
draw near to our Savior at all times.
 …and He will draw near to you. – Here we see that the admonition to 
“draw near” also includes coming to Him in repentance, which is itself 
a gift of God,2 for if we have allowed sin into our lives, He draws us 
back by His Spirit so that we humble ourselves and seek God’s forgive-
ness. That James states “He will draw near to you” teaches us that God 
will never reject the repentant sinner, but will gladly receive that one 
and give them complete assurance that the sin has been forgiven. For 
He is always faithful to His promises, as we know from John’s inspired 
words.

1 Cf. Lev. 21:21, 23; Is. 29:13; 58:2; 65:5; Ezek. 40:46. Note the phrase “come 
near to the Lord” to describe the priestly service in the Lord to minister 
to Him in Ezek 40:46.

2 Cf. Acts 5:31; 2 Tim. 2:25.
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If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive 
us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. (1Jn 
1:9)

 Like the father of the prodigal son, God always is ready to welcome 
back his children who turn from their sinful ways and seek His prom-
ised forgiveness.
 Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-mind-
ed. – The language used here reminds one of the purity laws of the 
Torah. To be “ritually” or “ceremonially” clean was a requirement for 
anyone who would enter the Tabernacle or Temple court to offer a sac-
rifice. In adding the need to “purify your hearts,” James takes the exter-
nal washing for ceremonial cleansing and applies it to the very desire a 
believer has to draw near to God. This reminds us of Ps 24:3–4.

Who may ascend into the hill of the LORD? 
And who may stand in His holy place?
He who has clean hands and a pure heart, 
Who has not lifted up his soul to falsehood 
And has not sworn deceitfully. (Ps 24:3–4)

 Therefore, James is not teaching us here that the believer must first 
undergo some kind of “self-cleansing” before they can come to God 
seeking forgiveness and returning to unbroken fellowship. James is 
writing to a community of believers as he describes them in 1:18.

In the exercise of His will He brought us forth by the word 
of truth, so that we would be a kind of first fruits among His 
creatures. (James 1:18)

The method in which the believer in Yeshua is made clean before the 
Lord is to be washed clean by Yeshua Himself, through His saving 
work on the cross, in the resurrection, and in His “ever living to make 
intercession for us” (Heb 7:25).
 This truth is taught when Yeshua washed the feet of the disciples, as 
Richardson notes.

Jesus’ statements upon washing of his disciples’ feet, “Unless 
I wash you, you have no part with me” (John 13:8) and then 
later, “You are already clean because of the word I have spo-
ken to you” (15:3; cf. Isa 1:16), combine the themes of washing 
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and cleansing by the Word in a similar way.1 

 What is meant by “double-minded?” The Greek is δίψυχος (dipsukos), 
literally “double-souled,” which portrays an inner conflict in the be-
liever’s life. We who are truly born from above, and are the redeemed 
people of God through faith in Yeshua, have been given a new life, a life 
of becoming more and more like Yeshua so that He would be “the first 
born among many brethren” (Rom 8:29). Yet though we are “new crea-
tures in Yeshua” (2Cor 5:17), we nonetheless retain the sinful nature 
(often referred to in the Apostolic Scriptures as “the flesh”) and there 
continues to be a struggle for we are in the process of sanctification, a 
process which will be complete when “mortal puts on immortality” 
(1Cor 15:53).
 Thus, the “double-minded” identifies that struggle between the 
flesh and the renewed person in Yeshua, a struggle in which the Spirit 
enables success as we yield to His leading and disciplines. Once again, 
the means to daily having victory in this arena is the consistent appli-
cation of the means of grace: hiding God’s word in our hearts, being 
always active in prayer, and committing ourselves to being an active 
and regular part of the believing community.

9 – Be miserable and mourn and weep; let your laughter be turned 
into mourning and your joy to gloom.

 In the previous context, James has admonished his readers and us 
to deal with sin in our lives. Being “double-minded” means seeking to 
have enjoyment and pleasure even if this means giving in to the way-
ward influences of the flesh. He has just admonished us to “cleanse our 
hands” and to “purify our hearts” (v. 8), that is, to recognize that being 
drawn toward the sin-ladened world is contrary to our new life in Mes-
siah. When we find ourselves being drawn to the deadening pleasures 
of the world, or giving in to the sinful flesh through pride and selfish 
desires, we must be spiritually awakened and take the necessary mea-
sures to turn from that which is evil to that which pleases our Lord and 
Redeemer.
 Thus, in the inspired words of James, we are admonished to “be 
miserable and mourn and weep.” He is not teaching that the life of the 
believer is to be constantly characterized as mourning and weeping, but 
rather that if we find ourselves having compromised our commitment 

1 Richardson, New American Commentary, vol. 36 (B&H Pub., 1997), p. 183.
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to honor the Lord, to have sinned and not sought forgiveness and do-
ing what is right to rectify the wrong, we should honestly admit to 
ourselves where we have grieved the Spirit, and rather than “going on 
our merry way,” to acknowledge our wrong and genuinely seek repen-
tance.
 This is what James means when he gives the command “Be mis-
erable.” This Greek verb, παλαιπωρέω (palaipōreō) is found only here in 
the Apostolic Scriptures. It is regularly used in the Lxx to describe the 
calamity visited upon the people of Israel because of their going after 
false gods and engaging in idolatry.1 As a result of their sin, the nation 
is taken into exile, experiencing the terrible consequences of their sin.
 Here, however, rather than describing divine punishment upon the 
child of God for giving in to the sinful flesh, James calls upon us to 
induce such distress. To do so we must humbly admit our sinful de-
sires and behavior, and confess how such ungodly behavior is not only 
contrary to who we are as children of God but also how it grieves the 
very One Who has redeemed us. When the Spirit works to discipline 
those who are His, and when we yield to His discipline, we experience 
true repentance, exhibited in genuine inward mourning and sorrow 
for having considered so lightly the infinite price Yeshua paid to save 
those who are His.
 This brings us to “mourn and weep” (πενθήσατε καὶ κλαύσατε) as the 
sign of recognizing our sin and turning from it. This corresponds to the 
words of Yeshua when He taught:

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven. Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be com-
forted. (Matt 5:3–4)

 …let your laughter be turned into mourning and your joy to gloom. – In 
this context it is clear that James is referring to “laughter” and “joy” in 
the context of sinful and selfish pleasures which may bring “laughter” 
and “joy” but a kind of happiness which does not last, for sin is the 
fountainhead of death, not life. 
 However, when the believer repents of sin and is committed to hon-
oring the Lord in all aspects of life, the sorrow which sin brings is re-
moved and true and lasting joy in the Spirit is once again experienced. 
For the promise of God is this:

1 Cf. Hos 10:2; Mic 2:4; Joel 1:10; Zech 11:2–3; Jer 4:13, 20; 9:18; 10:20; 12:12.
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If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive 
us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. (1Jn 
1:9)

 Thus, James is not teaching us here that sorrow, mourning, and 
weeping are those things that characterize the life of a true believer. 
Rather, he is teaching us this important truth: a true child of God can-
not continue to have a life given over to sinful behavior. That which 
characterizes the true believer is that when they may give in to the 
sinful nature, they will nevertheless inevitably seek and be granted re-
pentance, for God has promised that of all those given to Yeshua, He 
would lose none (Jn 6:39), which means all those for whom Messiah 
died will be kept by God’s omnipotent power and will be more and 
more conformed to the very image of Yeshua Himself.

For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become 
conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the 
firstborn among many brethren; (Rom 8:29)

 Note as well Paul’s teaching to the Corinthians:

Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and 
leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death. (2 Cor 7:10)

And this is the very emphasis James gives us in the next verse.

10 - Humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord, and He will exalt you.

 Repentance is the fruit of humility, and being humbled before the 
Lord in view of our own sin is surely a gift of His love. For as we are 
enabled to submit to the Spirit Who grieves when we sin, we grow in 
our love for God and gain spiritual strength to become more and more 
obedient to the Scriptures.
 The truth of this assertion ties back to James’ quote of Prov 3:34 
which declares that God “gives grace to the humble.” But here we have 
that promise taken even further, for these inspired words of James give 
us this promise: that the ultimate outcome of the present time of repen-
tance and suffering will be glory.
 And Yeshua is the prime example of this truth that “God gives grace 
to the humble,” as Paul makes clear in his letter to the Philippians, for 
first, He made Himself nothing … He humbled himself and became 
obedient to death … on a cross! Therefore God exalted Him … and gave 
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Him the name that is above every name” (Phil 2:5–11).
 James, in our text, is simply reiterating what he learned from the 
very words of Yeshua Himself:

Whoever exalts himself shall be humbled; and whoever hum-
bles himself shall be exalted. (Matt 23:12)

 Indeed, the desire to humble oneself is the fruit of the Spirit.

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kind-
ness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against 
such things there is no law. (Gal 5:22–23)

The NASB translation utilizes “gentleness” to translate the Greek 
πραΰτης (prautēs), but this term surely encompasses the sense of “being 
humble.” A primary lexicon of New Testament Greek gives this defini-
tion for the word prautēs:

…the quality of not being overly impressed by a sense of 
one’s self-importance, gentleness, humility, courtesy, consid-
erateness, meekness. 1

If, therefore, we have been brought to new life by the Spirit of God, we 
must strive to live by the power the Spirit gives (Gal 5:25). Such power 
and strength is the ability to refuse to give in to the sinful flesh and 
rather to live to honor the One Who has saved us.

…walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of 
the flesh. (Gal 5:16)

 But how is the believer to “walk/live by the Spirit?” Note that James 
admonishes us to humble ourselves “in the presence of the Lord.” Here 
we see the personal, close relationship that the believer has with the 
living and reigning King, Yeshua Himself. For through the oneness of 
the Father, Son, and Spirit, we are to live in the awareness that our 
Lord is with us, and thus is always the One before and by Whom we 
“live and move and exist” (Acts 17:28). To “walk by the Spirit” means 
to have the word of God, empowered by the Ruach, to be life’s “road 
map” by which we navigate our path in order to walk in the footsteps 
of our Messiah. What is more, rather than having our primary goal be 

1 BDAG, “πραΰτης,” p. 861.
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to receive the applause of others, we rather commit ourselves to seek-
ing the approval of the King Himself, for He is always with us. Thus, to 
“humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord” emphasizes that fact 
that all of our lives are lived directly before Him and He is with us at 
all times and in every aspect of our lives.
 One commentator sums up v. 10 with these words:

It reminds us that we gain spiritual vitality and victory not 
through our own strength or effort but through giving our-
selves completely to the Lord. When we try to “exalt our-
selves” by relying on our own abilities, status, or money, we 
meet with inevitable failure and even condemnation — God 
humbles us. James makes this same basic point earlier in his 
letter when he encourages the “humble” brother to boast in 
his “exaltation” and the rich brother to boast in his “humili-
ation” (1:9–10).1

11 – Do not speak against one another, brethren. He who speaks 
against a brother or judges his brother, speaks against the law and 
judges the law; but if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law 
but a judge of it.

 There are numbers of ways by which people seek to “exult them-
selves.” One way is to do something special so that people will give the 
appropriate applause, but another way is to seek to diminish the char-
acter of others in hopes of making oneself appear better than those be-
ing slandered. It is to this very tendency in fallen humanity that James 
now addresses, and in doing so, builds on what he has already taught 
in regard to the tongue, that when wrongly used proves the slanderer 
to have a worthless religion (1:26), to put himself in a position in which 
he will be shown no mercy (2:13), and acts contrary to what should 
characterize the true believer (3:10). 
 Do not speak against one another, brethren. – The Greek verb translated 
by the NASB as “speak against” is καταλαλέω (katalaleō) and is found 
three times in this verse. Twice James identifies the primary aspect he 
intends for this word to convey by adding the word “to judge” (κρίνω, 
krinō). To “speak against” is therefore slander, that is, causing someone 
or something to be diminished and even disdained in the eyes of the 
one being addressed by judging that person as having defects in their 
character and actions.

1 Douglas Moo, James, p. 196.
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 We should note that James is referring specifically to slandering 
someone within the believing community, for he adds “brethren” 
(ἀδελφοί, adelphoi). Consider the picture: Here is Yeshua, dwelling in the 
midst of His people for whom He gave His life, and who are therefore 
all equally sinners saved by His grace, all bought with the same infinite 
price of His blood, and one of them is slandering another who likewise 
was brought into the family of God through the sacrificial work of Ye-
shua. Given this picture, to slander another member of God’s family is 
likewise to attempt to diminish the saving value of Yeshua’s life-giv-
ing work. For all who are in the family of God have come in only by 
means of the work of Yeshua in His death, resurrection, ascension and 
intercession. To diminish the value of one’s brother or sister in the Lord 
therefore also is to diminish the supreme work of salvation accom-
plished by Yeshua for all who are His. 
 What is more, to speak against a fellow believer because one deems 
his or her life to be less than what it should be would indicate that the 
slanderer does not believe that Yeshua’s intercession on behalf of all 
who are His is effectual. When the Scriptures teach us that Yeshua “al-
ways lives to make intercession” in order to secure the eternal lives of 
all who are His, to slander those for whom Yeshua intercedes is to act 
as though His intercession is not effectual.

Therefore He is able also to save forever those who draw near 
to God through Him, since He always lives to make interces-
sion for them. (Heb 7:25)

 … speaks against the law and judges the law; but if you judge the law, you 
are not a doer of the law but a judge of it. – Here again, James uses the same 
term, “to speak against” as he did in the opening of our verse, and as 
note above, this means to “slander” which is made even more clear by 
the addition of “judges.” To “speak against the law is to judge the law 
as unfair, unrighteous, and therefore as having no authority. 
 We know that when James uses the Greek νόμος (nomos), translated 
here as “law,” he is referring to the Torah, for the Hebrew word ֹּתֹוָרה  
(torah) is found 220 times in the Masoretic Text of the Tanach, and 196 
times the Lxx translates torah with the Greek word nomos. Thus, when 
James teaches us that when one slanders another believer he is slan-
dering the “law,” he is referring to the Torah given to Moses by God at 
Sinai.
 It is clear, then, that James is referring to the Torah, and this is even 
more certain when we remember that in 2:8 he refers to Lev 19:18, 
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“…you shall love your neighbor as yourself,” as “the royal law of liber-
ty.” In our text he most likely has Lev 19:16 in mind, which comes just 
prior to the “royal law” of loving one’s neighbor as oneself.” In fact, Lev 
19:16–18 appears to form the primary basis upon which James builds 
his case, that to slander one’s brother is likewise to slander the Torah.

You shall not go about as a slanderer among your people, 
and you are not to act against the life of your neighbor; I am 
the Lord. You shall not hate your fellow countryman in your 
heart; you may surely reprove your neighbor, but shall not in-
cur sin because of him. You shall not take vengeance, nor bear 
any grudge against the sons of your people, but you shall love 
your neighbor as yourself; I am the Lord. (Lev 19:16–18)

 
Thus, to “hate your fellow countryman” is taken by James to apply like-
wise to the body of Messiah, not by way of ethnic unity, but by all be-
lievers being sons and daughters in the family of God. Thus, to slander 
one’s fellow believer is likewise to consider the Torah of God to have no 
jurisdiction over the believer in Yeshua.
 Interestingly, one wonders how the traditional Christian Church 
understands the argument of James in our text, since if the argument 
is made (as some do) that God abolished the “Old Testament Law” 
through Yeshua’s death on the cross, it would likewise follow that the 
cogency of James’ argument here is likewise abolished. If the “Law” 
(Torah) has been abolished, it no longer has any authority. Feeling this 
tension, one commentator offers this explanation.

The law is probably the OT law, especially since there may be 
an allusion here to Lev. 19:16 … But, as we have noted in our 
interpretation of 1:25 and 2:8, James implies a new covenant 
context for the love command and its related exhortations. 
When James speaks of the law here, then, we are probably 
justified in thinking that he refers to the OT law insofar as it 
has been taken up into the “law of the kingdom” that Jesus 
laid upon his followers.1

 It surely was not the perspective of James that the very word of God, 
which abides and endures forever, could cease to exist. Likewise Peter 
states:

but the word of the Lord endures forever.” And this is the 
word which was preached to you. (1Pet 1:25, quoting  Is 40:8) 

1 Douglas Moo, James, p. 198.
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12 – There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the One who is able to 
save and to destroy; but who are you who judge your neighbor?

 Now James adds additional insights as to why the sin of slander is 
so very egregious. The one who slanders or gossips within the local 
assembly of believers is one and the same with “spreading strife among 
brothers,” which is the very sin which concludes the list of things God 
hates:

There are six things which the Lord hates, yes, seven which 
are an abomination to Him: Haughty eyes, a lying tongue, 
and hands that shed innocent blood; a heart that devises 
wicked plans, feet that run rapidly to evil, a false witness who 
utters lies, and one who spreads strife among brothers. (Prov 
6:16–19)

Note also Psalm 101:5 where similar expressions are used.

Whoever secretly slanders his neighbor, him I will destroy; 
No one who has a haughty look and an arrogant heart will I 
endure. (Ps 101:5)

The poetic parallelism in this wisdom-saying of Solomon in Prov 6:16–
19 is obvious:

a.  Haughty eyes
 b.   a lying tongue
       c.  hands that shed innocent blood

a1.  a heart that devises wicked plans
      b1.  feet that run rapidly to evil
       c1.  one who spreads strife among the brothers.

The selfish person is characterized as being self-centered and thus hav-
ing “haughty eyes” (ֵעיַנִים ָרמֹות, ‘einaim ramot), that is, one who is con-
stantly “raising eyebrows” in the sense of looking down upon others. 
This is paralleled with “feet that run rapidly to evil.” The person who 
is self-centered is quick to put himself before others and thus to seek to 
put himself in a position of superiority by finding ways to make others 
appear as beneath him.
 A “lying tongue” is the manner in which the self-centered person 
seeks to present himself as superior by spreading lies about those he 
wants to surpass. His “feet run rapidly to evil,” i.e., he is quick to tell 
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lies about others. These outright lies are the pathway to slander.
 Finally, “hands that shed innocent blood” uses the metaphor of 
“murder,” not in pertaining only to physical murder but also to de-
scribe “character assassination.” Thus in the parallelism of the Hebrew 
poetic lines this is coupled with “one who spreads strife among the 
brothers.” To degrade another person by slander and gossip may well 
create a situation of hatred that cannot be controlled or stopped. Even 
physically murdering a person always begins with the seed of hatred 
which can be encouraged and enlarged through listening to slander.
 James’ point in our verse is that to act as the ultimate judge of one’s 
neighbor is, in a practical sense, to attempt to usurp the very seat of 
judgment which belongs only to God. That is, the ultimate application 
of God’s law is in the hands of the Law giver Himself. To condemn 
one’s neighbor by declaring him “guilty” through degrading his char-
acter by slander, is to act as though one comprises both “the judge and 
the jury.” One cannot act as the one appointed to enact the penalty of 
the law by transgressing the very law they pretend to uphold.

God who is the Lord of the law and the Lord of all the world 
is, as the conclusion of the verse shows, contrasted with the 
person who outrageously violates the authority of the law.1 

 The Greek of the opening phrase of our verse, “There is only one 
Lawgiver and Judge” (εἷς ἐστιν ὁ νομοθέτης καὶ κριτὴς) has the definite 
article attached to “Lawgiver,” (“one is the Lawgiver and Judge”).2 As 
such, this forms a recognized rule of Koine Greek which emphasizes 
that the “Lawgiver and “Judge” apply to the same person, in this case, 
God Himself.3 If, however, the definite article is not original but added 
later, the emphasis would be on the fact that the word “one” (εἷς, heis) 
is put first in the clause and thus emphasizing the uniqueness of one 
being both Lawgiver and Judge. Thus the NASB, “only one Lawgiver 
and Judge.” 
 Interestingly, the Greek noun “νομοθέτης” (nomothetēs), “Lawgiver,” 
is found only here in the Apostolic Scriptures and only once in the Lxx 
(Ps 9:21, MT & Lxx, v. 20 English]) where the Hebrew “Put them in fear, 

1 Martin Dibelius, A Commentary on the Epistle of James in  Hermeneia NT 
(Fortress Press, 1975), Vol. 20, p. 229.

2 There is a textual variant here, in which some manuscripts do not contain 
the definite article “the.” The manuscript evidence seems to be evenly 
balanced between whether the definite article here is original or not.

3 This is referred to as the Grandville Sharp construction.
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O Lord” is rendered by the Lxx as “Appoint, O Lord, a lawgiver over 
them.”
 …the One who is able to save and to destroy – Here James is referring 
to the ultimate judgment of God, that which determines the eternal 
destiny of an individual. Thus, for a person to judge another person as 
beyond the ability of God to redeem by slandering their character as 
unworthy of God’s love, is to diminish not only the sovereignty which 
God alone possesses, but also to diminish the infinite nature of His 
saving love in Yeshua. It is, then, to put one’s self in the place of author-
ity which God alone possesses.

How could any human creature then exercise such judgment? 
God’s judgment is not moral judgment of the conscience but 
the final judgment of the obedient and disobedient, the mer-
ciful and the unmerciful. Like the act of creation by the one 
God, only God can make a judgment by which He eternally 
saves or destroys the human creature.1 

 …but who are you who judge your neighbor? – Thus, James calls upon 
his readers and us to do a proper self-evaluation. The order of the Greek 
in this phrase is interesting: σὺ δὲ τίς εἶ ὁ κρίνων τὸν πλησίον, literally: 
“You, and who are you who is judging the neighbor.” That the pronoun 
“you” (σὺ, su) is put first in the clause is to invite an answer. We could 
understand it as akin to our modern phrase: “Who do you think you 
are?!” James’ answer is clear: to treat one’s neighbor as though he or 
she is unworthy of your love is to put oneself in the position as Judge, a 
position which is rightfully God’s and God’s alone.

That is, what a distance there is between you and God! What 
a sorry judge you are compared with him! … It is good to 
shame pride with the consideration of God’s glory and our 
own baseness. He is able to save and destroy. But you—who 
are you… ?2 

1 Richardson, James in The New American Commentary, p. 197.
2 Thomas Manton, Epistle of James in The Complete Works of Thomas Manton 

(Maranatha Pub., n.d.), vol. 4, p. 386.
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13–14 Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to 
such and such a city, and spend a year there and engage in business 
and make a profit.”Yet you do not know what your life will be like 
tomorrow. You are just a vapor that appears for a little while and 
then vanishes away.

 It seems clear that James’ focus is now particularly upon those 
among the believing community who are more wealthy than the aver-
age person. They seem to be the well-to-do merchants who have pro-
fessed faith in Yeshua and who are part of the believing community.
 Though continuing a similar theme in 5:1–6 by directing his words 
to the wealthy, in this later context it seems quite certain that he has 
unbelievers in view, for he pronounces a verdict of condemnation upon 
“the rich.” It may well be that he addresses in this latter context those 
who have employed members of the believing community but have not 
dealt faithfully with them. They are gaining their wealth by defrauding 
their workers.
 In our current verses, however, he urges those who are merchants 
and thus generally more wealthy than others, to acknowledge the 
Lord’s sovereignty in their lives, recognizing that it is by God’s provi-
dence that their plans would come to fruition. Further, in the following 
verses of our context James makes it clear that those merchants he is 
here addressing know what is right and pleasing to God and how they 
therefore are to submit to the will of God in all of life, including how 
they conduct their business.
 The opening “Come now” (Ἄγε νῦν, age nun) is bold and confronta-
tional, similar to our modern phrase “come on now!” He is requiring 
his readers to ask deep, heartfelt questions about how they view life 
and how they live it in light of the fact that a person who has professed 
belief in Yeshua as the promised Messiah and Savior ought always to 
view their life and work as entirely dependent upon God. It is God 
Who supplies the means to engage in one’s daily work, for He is the 
very source of one’s whole physical being and life. This He has made 
known in His word, clearly revealing His utter sovereignty and provi-
dence over all the affairs of mankind.
 … “Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a city, and spend a year 
there and engage in business and make a profit.” – James begins with “to-
morrow” and extends the immediate to the distant future of “a year.” 
In this he emphasizes that even the immediate as well as the extended 
future must be viewed by the believer as fully controlled and given by 
God. James is not in any way discouraging or speaking against making 
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plans, something every person engaged in any enterprise must do if he 
or she is to be successful in their given business. But what is the point 
James is emphasizing? It is what he has already taught us in the open-
ing chapter of this epistle:

Every good thing given and every perfect gift is from above, 
coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is 
no variation or shifting shadow. (James 1:17)

And this includes those “common” things we might take for granted, 
like our ability to breath, to see, to hear, and to maintain our lives. What 
James is teaching us here is quite clear: to live our lives as though our 
every breath is not a gift from God is to live in the realm of arrogance 
and pride rather than in humble humility, acknowledging that all the 
good that is in our lives is given to us by God’s grace and love. 
 Paul stated this as he confronted the philosophers on the Areopa-
gus and pointed them to recognize the God of Israel as the sovereign 
Creator and Sustainer of mankind:

…and He made from one man every nation of mankind to 
live on all the face of the earth, having determined their ap-
pointed times and the boundaries of their habitation, that 
they would seek God, if perhaps they might grope for Him 
and find Him, though He is not far from each one of us; for in 
Him we live and move and exist…. (Acts 17:26–28)

And Yeshua affirms the same truth about Himself as He taught His 
disciples:

I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me and 
I in him, he bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do 
nothing. (Jn 15:5)

 The point James is making is quite clear: as we make plans for the 
future, whether for the near or distant future, we must always have in 
our perspective that we are not ultimately in control of our future but 
God is. We cannot and must not presume upon the future, but we must 
consistently submit our lives to our loving God and Savior, Who has 
the whole world and all who live in it in His hand.
  …Yet you do not know what your life will be like tomorrow. – God alone 
can see the future. Surely we can consider the common “cause and ef-
fect” in our world, but even in this we must admit that only God sees 
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and knows the future, for He is ordering all things together in His di-
vine plan to bring about His ultimate purposes.
 …You are just a vapor that appears for a little while and then vanishes 
away. – Some may consider the words of James here to be “morbid” or 
“pessimistic.” But they are neither, for James, being carried along by the 
Spirit as he wrote these inspired words, intends to “wake us up” from 
the anesthesia of our sinful flesh and recognize that our lives, the very 
breath we breathe, is a gift from God and that when we consider our 
lives against the scope of eternity, we are, as he says, “just a vapor” that 
vanishes.1

The biblical worldview is that “we receive another day nei-
ther by natural necessity, nor by mechanical law, nor by right, 
nor by courtesy of nature, but only by the covenanted mercies 
of God.”2

15 – Instead, you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and also 
do this or that.”

 In v. 13, if one were to read the Greek literally, the verbs would be: 
“we will go,” “we will stay a year,” “we will engage in business,” and 
“we will make a profit.” Everything is “we will, we will, we will, we 
will.” This graphically emphasizes the arrogance of the fleshly mind 
that considers oneself to be in control of one’s future. James makes it 
clear that this ought not to be the mindset of the child of God, for the 
one whose life has been redeemed by God’s grace and who is in the 
process of becoming more and more like Yeshua, must constantly have 
the perspective of the truth that God is both the giver and sustainer of 
life, and that only by His grace and His sovereign will are we enabled 
to be living witnesses of His love and greatness. Indeed, the growing 
desire of the maturing child of God is to know and live out the truth 
that all of life is a gift from God to be lived out for His glory. An old 
hymn says this well:

1 Cp. Ps. 39:6, 11; 102:3; Hos. 13:3. Note also the word “vapor” (ἀτμὶς, atmis) 
can have the sense of “smoke,” blown quickly away by the wind. It is 
found only one other time in the Apostolic Scriptures, Acts 2:19 (quoting 
Joel 2:30 [3:3 in the Hebrew and Lxx]).

2 Stulac, James in the IVP Commentary, p. 160, quoting Motyer, The Bible 
Speaks Today, (IVP, 1985), p. 162.
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My times are in thy hand; my God, I wish them there;
My life, my friends, my soul, I leave entirely to thy care. 

My times are in thy hand, whatever they may be;
Pleasing or painful, dark or bright, as best may seem to thee.
My times are in thy hand; why should I doubt or fear?
My Father’s hand will never cause his child a needless tear.

My times are in thy hand, Jesus the Crucified;
Those hands my cruel sins had pierced are now my guard 
and guide.1 

 Only as the believer grows in faith is he or she more and more able 
to commit every aspect of life into the hands of the Lord, that is, to con-
stantly know and be settled in the all-encompassing and glorious truth 
that God “causes all things to work together for good to those who love 
God, to those who are called according to His purpose.” (Rom 8:28)

16–17 But as it is, you boast in your arrogance; all such boasting is 
evil. Therefore, to one who knows the right thing to do and does not 
do it, to him it is sin.

 Here James reminds us of the stern warning he gave in v. 6 of our 
chapter when he quoted Prov. 3:34, “God is opposed to the proud, but 
gives grace to the humble.” In our current text he addresses the wealthy 
merchants who, though apparently confessing faith in Yeshua, were 
still acting with pride over their business accomplishments. They ap-
parently saw their wealth as that which they rightfully earned through 
their own strength and business intellect. 
 James has already taught us that there is a place for “boasting” in 
the life of the believer, but this is to boast about the goodness of God 
and to give Him the glory for the unspeakable gift of salvation, for as 
we submit our lives to the Lord, even when in humble circumstances, 
we affirm that we are seated with Yeshua in the heavenlies.

But the brother of humble circumstances is to glory in his 
high position; (James 1:9)

Here, in 1:9, the Greek word καυχάομαι (kauxaomai), translated “to glory,” 
is the same word found in our current verse, translated by the English 

1 Hymn by W. F. Lloyd. Source: Trinity Hymnal, #684.
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“boast.” Thus, to “glory in his high position” (1:9) is to “boast about the 
goodness of God.”
 However, once again James makes it very clear that to boast in one’s 
own achievements is to be arrogant and that such self-centeredness is 
evil, for it accredits to oneself what rightfully belongs to God. 
 … Therefore, to one who knows the right thing to do and does not do it, to 
him it is sin. – Here James is not warning us about the sin of commission, 
i.e., when we willfully do that which is sin, but he warns us about the 
sin of omission, that is, when we fail to do what is right and particularly 
when we fail to give God the glory in all aspects of our lives. It is in the 
“not doing it” that constitutes sin, and what is it that, in this context, is 
the sin of omission? It is failing to give God the glory for all things, and 
to live in such a way that even when we encounter difficulties, we are 
able to trust and rely upon God knowing that whatever comes into our 
lives is meant for our good and His glory, and thus glorifying Him by 
trusting Him and His promises.
 In summarizing James 4:13–16, Kistemaker writes:

The proverbial saying conveys a stern warning against the 
sin of neglect.  Not the sin of commission but the sin of omis-
sion is mentioned. That particular sin raises its  ugly head 
when man ignores God, makes plans, is successful, and brags 
about his achievements.1

1 Simon Kistemaker, James & I–III John (Baker, 1986), p. 150.
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Chapter Five
commentary

 The chapter break in our text is somewhat unfortunate, for it is clear 
that James is continuing on with the same subject with which he be-
gan in 4:13, namely, the lure of materialism which can detract believers 
from that which is foundational, that is, living for the glory of God and 
therefore having a life of service to other believers, whether wealthy or 
poor. For if one is wealthy, this gives ample opportunities to help fel-
low believers who are in need. Rather than being a source of pride, the 
wealthy within the body of Messiah have been given the ability to help 
others and in doing so, to demonstrate their dependence upon God and 
not upon their current economic status within society.
 While it seems quite clear that the previous verses (4:13–17) are ad-
dressed to individuals within the believing community, the tone and 
words of James are quite different in our current context (5:1–6). In the 
previous verses James is warning those within the believing communi-
ty who were merchants and rightly intent upon being diligent in regard 
to their businesses, to fully affirm that their success is the gift of God’s 
grace and not something they have established in their own power or 
acumen. For life “is a vapor that appears for a little while and then 
vanishes” (4:14). Rather than being lured into the false security which 
wealth can bring, James admonishes even those believers who were 
well-to-do, to recognize that everything they have gained is a gift from 
God as a result of His divine will and grace and therefore He should 
receive all of the glory.  What therefore should dominate the thinking 
of every believer, regardless of their economic status is, “If the Lord 
wills, we will also do this or that” (v. 15). Having the proper perspective 
regarding one’s station in life is therefore one of humility and thanks-
giving toward God, for it is always by His grace and power that “we 
live and move and exist” (Acts 17:28).
 But when we come to our current text in chapter five, we see a 
marked change in James’ perspective and words. In the previous con-
text he addresses his readers as “brethren” (3:1, 10, 12; 4:11), and exhorts 
them to live in accordance with who they are as believers in Yeshua, 
obeying the Torah of God and helping each other rather than judging 
one another. Yet in the opening section of our chapter (vs. 1–6) he de-
scribes those he addresses as those who should “weep and howl for the 
miseries which are about to come upon them” (v. 1), for they have treat-
ed their workers unfairly, robbing them of rightful wages. In addition, 
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their lives are marked by “wanton pleasure” (v. 5). It seems clear, then, 
that James is addressing unbelievers and not merely believers who are 
being admonished to correct their sinful ways.
 But given the fact that James seems clearly to be addressing unbe-
lievers, the obvious question that arises is how he would envision such 
unbelievers to hear his words of warning. Several answers present 
themselves to this question. First, it is possible that there were numbers 
of unbelievers who attended the gatherings of the believing commu-
nity.1 That the prophets, speaking to Israel, addressed those who were 
disobedient to God’s commandments is evident, for disobedient Israel-
ites acted and lived as idolators.2  These could have been those who were 
wealthy merchants and were employing believers in Yeshua in their 
respective businesses. Or they could have been some who attended the 
non-believing synagogues but were attending the “synagogue of the 
way” hoping to find workers for their respective enterprises.
 Secondly, it is also possible that James addresses unbelievers in 
these opening verses of our chapter in order to show the characteris-
tics of those who had gained their wealth through less than righteous 
means, and who showed forth the reality of their hearts by the way 
they cheated their workers in order to increase their own wealth. As 
such, he is admonishing those true believers who made up the believ-
ing community to understand the true end of those who depend upon 
their own wealth and have no regard at all for how they will fare when 
standing before the Lord in the day of judgment.
 And it seems to me this is the better interpretation of why James is 
addressing the wealthy unbeliever, for in doing so he is warning the 
followers of Yeshua not to allow material wealth to captivate their de-
sires but rather that they would seek to live obedient lives, trusting 
God to supply their needs as they continued to live in obedience to 
His word. Calvin, understanding James to be addressing unbelievers 
in this context, puts it this way:

They are mistaken, as I think, who consider that James here 
exhorts the rich to repentance. It seems to me to be a simple 
denunciation of God’s judgment, by which he meant to ter-
rify them without giving them any hope of pardon; for all 

1 Cf. 1:10; 
2 Cf. Isaiah 1, the entire chapter characterizes Israel, the chosen people, as 

having forsaken the Lord for lifeless idols. Surely there was always a 
remnant in Israel who had genuine faith in the Lord, but the majority of 
the nation as Isaiah addresses them, are blatant unbelievers.



  [5:1] 181

that he says tends only to despair. He, therefore, does not ad-
dress them in order to invite them to repentance; but, on the 
contrary, he has a regard to the faithful, that they, hearing of 
the miserable end of the rich, might not envy their fortune, 
and also that knowing that God would be the avenger of the 
wrongs they suffered, they might with a calm and resigned 
mind bear them.1 

1 – Come now, you rich, weep and howl for your miseries which are 
coming upon you.

 We encountered the same opening words, “Come now” (Ἄγε νῦν, 
age nun) in 4:13, in which James elicits the attention of the believers he 
is addressing. Here, in our text, James likewise calls his readers to pay 
special attention to this words, for he intends them to understand the 
futility of depending upon one’s earthly possessions as though these 
could secure one’s right standing before God  as well as one’s eternal 
life.
 weep and howl – “Weeping” is used by the prophets to describe the 
remorse that comes upon a person in the midst of tragedy (Isa 15:2–3; 
Jer 9:1; 13:17; La 1:1–2). Yeshua uses the same term in beatitudes as re-
corded by Luke:

Blessed are you who hunger now, for you shall be satisfied. 
Blessed are you who weep now, for you shall laugh. Woe to 
you who are well-fed now, for you shall be hungry. Woe to 
you who laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep. (Lk 6:21-
22)

 Here, once again, Yeshua is not teaching that it is wrong to be well-
fed or to laugh. His words relate to those who live with the idea that 
their current experience of pleasure and wealth is the goal of their lives, 
and will secure them a blessed future.
 The Greek word translated “howl” is ὀλολύζω (ololuzō) and could just 
as well be translated as “moaning,” for the Greek word is onomato-
poeic—it mimics the sound of someone who is moaning. The word is 
used only here in the Apostolic Scriptures but it is found 21 times in 
the Lxx, often translated by the verb “to wail” in our English Bibles, 
and describes situations of dire need and despair. It is found only in the 

1 Calvin, James, p. 342.
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Prophets in the Tanach and always in the context of divine judgment.
That the background of James’ words is obviously the message of the 
Prophets in the Tanach, supports the fact that James is referring to the 
final day of judgment.

This background makes clear that the misery that is coming 
upon the rich refers not to earthly, temporal suffering, but to 
the condemnation and punishment that God will mete out to 
them on the day of judgment.1

 In fact, the word translated “misery” is plural in the Greek 
(ταλαιπωρίαις < ταλαιπωρί, palaipōri), as the NASB correctly translates it, 
giving the picture of not just one cause of misery but many, indicating 
“misery upon misery.”
 Being spiritually anethesized by their wealthy and self-fulfilled 
lives, those who think they are secure in their earthly wealth and pos-
sessions have no concern for their eternal future.

2–3 Your riches have rotted and your garments have become moth-eat-
en. Your gold and your silver have rusted; and their rust will be a 
witness against you and will consume your flesh like fire. It is in the 
last days that you have stored up your treasure!

 “Riches” translates the Greek πλοῦτος (ploutos) which carries the 
sense of any sort of wealth or treasure. Obviously, the tendency of 
wealth or treasures is to offer false security to its owner, and this is 
the very point James emphasizes. For those things which are deemed 
as treasures in this world are subject to the same temporality of all 
material things in our world.
 How is it that “riches” are subject to “rot?” Some have suggested that 
James has “perishable goods” in mind in this verse as comprising the 
“riches” upon which some of the wealthy depend. This could be such 
things as grain stored up from the previous harvest. This, of course, 
may surely be understood by the term James uses. But the Greek word 
“rotted” (σήπω, sāpō) can also be used metaphorically to refer to any-
thing that can lose its value, be lost, or stolen. But to state that riches 
can rot leads forward to the next illustration, that of garments being 
moth-eaten.
 Once again, it appears that James may well have the words of Yeshua 

1 Douglas Mood, James, p. 211.
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in mind as he gives us this exhortation.

Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where 
moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. 
But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither 
moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or 
steal; (Matt 6:19–20, cf. Lk 12:23)

 That the small insignificant moth can ruin fabrics shows the insta-
bility of  the fine garments the wealthy wear to identify themselves as 
having the kind of financial success that alludes the common person.
 …Your gold and your silver have rusted – That James writes of “riches 
rotting” could have been mentally countered by some who may have 
retorted, “Oh, but I have my wealth in silver and gold!” But interest-
ingly James attributes the diminishing of the value of gold and silver 
by corrosion as well. However, we know that these precious metals are 
not actually subject to “rust” or “corrosion.”1 Thus it is most likely that 
we should understand the use of the Greek word κατιόω (katioō), “to be-
come rusty, tarnished, corroded,”2 in a metaphoric sense, that is, even 
precious metals can lose their value, and when they do, they cease  to 
be viable currency to purchase anything. What is more, precious met-
als are a prime target of thieves. The picture James presents is one of 
poverty because what was counted upon as having enduring  and un-
challenged wealth has ceased to have sustainable value or has been 
entirely lost.
 …and their rust will be a witness against you and will consume your flesh 
like fire – In what way will the “corrosion,” that is, the loss of value of 
these precious metals, be a witness against the wealthy? The witness is 
simply that while being careful and prudent with the good things God 
has given, one must never put their hope and trust in wealth and mate-
rial goods. For when one’s hope and trust is in those things considered 
to be valuable, and when these are gone, the falsehood of trusting and 
relying upon one’s wealth is fully exposed.
 …It is in the last days that you have stored up your treasure! – The phrase 
“in the last days” (ἐν ἐσχάταις ἡμέραις) could be understood a number of 
ways. It is clear that there is no definite article, so the NASB “in the last 
days” would be translated “in last days,” meaning, in the last days of 

1 Interestingly, in the deuterocanonical Epistle of Jeremiah 11 and 23, it is 
said of silver, golden, and wooden gods that they “cannot save them-
selves from rust and moths.”

2 BDAG, “κατιόω,” p. 534.
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a person’s life, or as a person grows older and is no longer able to work 
and gain riches as he or she did in their younger years. The phrase 
could also be understood as “It is for the last days that you have stored up 
your treasure,” giving the picture of storing up wealth to sustain oneself  
and in doing so, to be less than generous to those who are currently in 
need. Or, for those who employ workers, to pay them less than prom-
ised in order to amass wealth for oneself.
 James speaks of those who are depending upon their wealth to se-
cure their future as being destroyed by their wealth. But it is not the 
wealth itself that brings destruction but trusting in one’s wealth is the 
fire which consumes one’s flesh. This is James’ point. He is not teaching 
us here to be undisciplined with the material things with which we 
have been entrusted. But his main point is to warn us with these strong 
words about the subtle yet powerful draw that wealth has upon a per-
son, drawing them to trust in something that could be lost in a moment 
and at the same time turning their hearts from a fervent and enduring 
trust in God’s promise to meet all the needs of His beloved children.

Trusting in wealth because it supposedly “retains its value” 
is trusting in a charade. The rituals of amassing wealth and 
curating precious objects are really a dance of death. Trusting 
in wealth is then a damaging and degrading attitude.1 

 Once again, it is clear that James is not teaching us against being 
wealthy or possessing material goods and monetary substance. He is 
teaching us that even when we are blessed with bountiful sustenance, 
we must still recognize and fully believe that every good thing we have 
is a gift of God and that such blessings must be used for His glory and 
not become the object of our hope and trust. Surely our trust and hope 
is in God and in God alone. He alone is our Savior and our lives are 
fully and wonderfully in His hands.

And my God will supply all your needs according to His rich-
es in glory in Messiah Yeshua. (Phil 4:19)

4 – Behold, the pay of the laborers who mowed your fields, and which 
has been withheld by you, cries out against you; and the outcry of 
those who did the harvesting has reached the ears of the Lord of 
Sabaoth.
 We are reminded here that James is most likely referring to 

1 Richardson, James, p. 206
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unbelievers who are land owners and who employ common laborers 
to work in the fields and to harvest the crops. The unrighteous actions 
of these wealthy land owners is that they withhold pay for those who 
have labored, and because of the high positions the wealthy possess 
within the society, seeking to bring them to justice is impossible for the 
laborer. Thus, the very wages they withhold and remain in their own 
possession are a witness against them. James uses the metaphor of the 
wages themselves “crying out against” those who have stolen the earn-
ings of their own laborers.
 We are reminded of the Torah laws relating to those who are hired 
to do work:

You shall not oppress a hired servant who is poor and needy, 
whether he is one of your countrymen or one of your aliens 
who is in your land in your towns. You shall give him his 
wages on his day before the sun sets, for he is poor and sets 
his heart on it; so that he will not cry against you to the LORD 
and it become sin in you. (Deut 24:14–15)

 Thus, God is the One Who upholds His righteous commandments 
and it is to Him that the unfair employer will give account. Indeed, 
there is One from Whom nothing is hidden! Speaking of those who 
persecute the followers of Yeshua, our Lord taught:

Therefore do not fear them, for there is nothing concealed 
that will not be revealed, or hidden that will not be known. 
(Matt 10:26)

 …and the outcry of those who did the harvesting has reached the ears of the 
Lord of Sabaoth. – Here we see once again that our God knows all things, 
and that by His sovereign power will bring to justice all who stand as 
unredeemed sinners before Him. When His children cry out to Him, 
He hears and acts on their behalf.
 The Greek phrase κυρίου σαβαὼθ is a translation of קדוש קדוש קדוש יהוה 
 Holy, Holy, Holy, is the Lord of hosts” (Is 6:3). The Hebrew word“ צבאות
   means “armies,” “troops,” etc. Thus, when the cries and (tzava’ot) ְצָבאֹות
prayers ascend to the Father, He hears and acts on behalf of His people. 
Here we see the clear exhortation James is giving: as children of the 
Lord, we must not trust in our earthly riches, but entrust ourselves to 
God and use what He has given us for His glory.
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5–6 You have lived luxuriously on the earth and led a life of wanton 
pleasure; you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. You 
have condemned and put to death the righteous man; he does not 
resist you.

 James continues to show the self-centered, egotistical motivations 
of the rich who find their primary identity in their wealth, and who 
attribute their success to their own ingenuity, abilities, and acumen. 
They are self-centered egotists and thereby fail to give God any credit 
for their wealth and the power it brings, but rather take all of the credit 
for their own monetary prosperity. 
 It appears that the primary reason James is addressing such wealthy 
unbelievers is to emphasize to those within the believing community 
who are also wealthy in this world’s money and goods, that they must 
always recognize that all they have and all they are able to accomplish 
is because of God’s grace and the ability He has given to them. There-
fore, the ultimate purpose of James’ teaching in these verses in which 
he addresses wealthy unbelievers is to remind those who are wealthy 
within the believing community that they must bless God for their suc-
cess and not be proud. This coincides with what James teaches us in the 
opening chapter of this epistle:

Every good thing given and every perfect gift is from above, 
coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is 
no variation or shifting shadow. (James 1:17)

 This important emphasis is applicable to all believers, regardless of 
their station in life, for all that is good comes to us as a gift from our 
heavenly Father, and must therefore be used first and foremost to give 
Him the glory He deserves. As the Westminster Shorter Catechism 
teaches:

What is the chief end of man? Man’s chief end is to glorify 
God,(a) and to enjoy Him for ever.(b)

(aPs 86:9; Is. 60:21; Rom 11:36; 1Cor 6:20; 10:31; Rev. 4:11) 
(bPs 16:5-11; 144:15; Is 12:2; Lk 2:10; Phil 4:4; Rev 21:3-4)

 You have lived luxuriously on the earth – The Greek word translated 
here as “luxuriously” is τρυφάω (truphaō) and is found only here in the 
Apostolic Scriptures. It is in the aorist tense here, which is constative, 
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thus describing the life of these wealthy landowners as a whole.1 That 
is, James is describing a primary and even overarching characteristic of 
their lives. Though this verb truphaō, “lived luxuriously” or “in self-in-
dulgence” is found only here in the Apostolic Scriptures, it is found in 
the Lxx in a positive usage. Note Neh 9:25 which describes victorious 
Israel as they entered the promised land, conquered their enemies, and 
possessed the Land as a gift from God.

They captured fortified cities and a fertile land. They took 
possession of houses full of every good thing, hewn cisterns, 
vineyards, olive groves, fruit trees in abundance. So they ate, 
were filled and grew fat, and reveled in Your great goodness. 
(Neh 9:25)

 Likewise, the Lxx utilized the cognate noun (τρυφή, truphē) to trans-
late the “garden of Eden.” 

therefore the Lord God sent him out from the garden of Eden 
(τοῦ παραδείσου τῆς τρυφῆς), to cultivate the ground from which 
he was taken. (Gen 3:23)

 Interestingly, in both of these cases the Greek word group truphaō/
truphē is used positively by the Lxx translators to describe the goodness 
of God in providing bountiful sustenance from the earth for mankind. 
In our text, however, James shows that the depraved heart will take 
credit for what is actually the gift of God and use what is good for self-
ish indulgence.
 …and led a life of wanton pleasure; –  The NASB “wanton pleasure” 
translates the Greek σπαταλάω (spatalaō) which carries the sense of “to 
indulge oneself beyond the bounds of propriety.”2 The emphasis here 
is, once again, self-centeredness without regard for God or for others. 
Instead of acknowledging God as the Giver of all good things, they 
used their bounty for sinful pleasures. This reminds us of Paul’s words 
in Romans.

And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God any lon-
ger, God gave them over to a depraved mind, to do those 
things which are not proper, being filled with all unrigh-
teousness, wickedness, greed, evil…. (Rom 1:28–29a)

1 Vlachos, Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament: James, p. 163.
2 BDAG, “σπαταλάω,” p. 936.
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 … you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. – To “fatten your 
hearts” is more literally “to feed your hearts” (ἐθρέψατε τὰς καρδίας ὑμῶν) 
where the verb τρέφω (trephō) carries the sense of “to care for by provid-
ing food or nourishment, feed, nourish, support.”1 This points to the 
utter selfishness of the person who attributes his or her success entirely 
to themselves. Instead of loving God and loving one’s neighbor, their 
primary attention is upon themselves. This likewise describes the char-
acter of a depraved heart.
 … in a day of slaughter. – There are several possible interpretations of 
this final phrase of our verse. Some take it to mean the time when the 
fattened cattle are slaughtered for a festival or some large celebration.2 
Taken in this way, the goal of these self-indulgent wealthy is simply for 
more pleasure and riotous engagements.
 Another interpretation, and perhaps one that fits the context more 
closely, is that the phrase “day of slaughter” refers to the final judgment 
day when the wicked will be forever abrogated to the place of God’s 
holy justice and punishment.3 We hear Jeremiah using this same meta-
phor of “slaughter” to describe Divine punishment.

But You know me, O LORD; You see me; and You examine my 
heart’s attitude toward You. Drag them off like sheep for the 
slaughter and set them apart for a day of carnage! (Jer 12:3)

Wail, you shepherds, and cry; and wallow in ashes, you mas-
ters of the flock; For the days of your slaughter and your dis-
persions have come, and you will fall like a choice vessel. (Jer 
25:34)

 James is thus describing the self-indulgent, self-centered wealthy as 
being like the very cattle they own and fatten for slaughter. For they are 
themselves destined to a slaughter that they do not know, for they have 
considered themselves invincible.

In picturesque language James compares them to domestic 
animals that are daily gorging themselves without know-
ing their destined end. As cattle being fattened for the day 
of slaughter, so the rich are indulging themselves in luxury 
and licentiousness and are unaware of the impending day 
of judgment. Yet their doom is certain and their destruction 
swift.4

1 BDAB, “τρέφω,” p. 1014.
2 E.g., Manton, James, p. 414.
3 See Davids, James in NIGTC, p. 178.
4 Kistemaker, James, NTC, p. 161.
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 You have condemned and put to death the righteous man… – Here, once 
again, we see that James is addressing unbelievers who, though wealthy 
(and most likely land owners) have no significant regard for others. But 
even more than that, they stand against those whose own righteous 
lives condemn them.
 Having put wealth as their primary purpose in life, the unregen-
erate wealthy, here singled out by James, have engaged in the sin of 
greed which gave birth to theft (cheating their hired help by not paying 
what was promised), which enabled their self-indulgence, ultimately 
condemning and even putting to death the righteous person. 
 A question of interpretation is whether the final “put to death” is 
to be taken literally or figuratively. Some take it literally in that the 
unrighteous wealthy may have a great influence upon judges and the 
legal system. Or that withholding wages by fraudulently disputing the 
work that a hired person has completed deprives the poor of necessary 
life-sustaining food.

The last in this graphic series of witnesses against the rich is 
their condemning to death innocent righteous people. This 
theme of the wealthy using their power unjustly to destroy 
the lives of the poor finds wide expression in both biblical 
and broader Jewish literature. A legal setting may be in view 
in which the rich buy the courts to have the poor taken out 
of the way, or perhaps the result of starvation resulting from 
unpaid wages is in mind…Justice is turned on its head. The 
innocent are condemned. The honest worker, who should 
have the basics by which to live, is murdered.1 

 As we consider these verses it might be easy to relegate their applica-
tion to others since we may never consider ourselves wealthy. But the re-
ality is this: in terms of the history of our world, and even in our modern 
times, if we consider what constitutes “wealthy” from the vantage point 
of the various countries and populations which exist in our world, then 
we may have to conclude that the vast majority of Americans would be 
considered “wealthy” when compared especially to many people living 
in so-called “third world countries.” Thus, there is an application for 
all of us from these inspired words of James. We who name the Name 
of Yeshua and who profess to be His redeemed people, must show the 
reality of our faith by living righteously, using our resources for the glo-
ry of God and to be open hearted and thus having open hands to aid 

1 Guthrie, James in EBC, p. 264.
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those within the community of faith who are in need.

7–8 Therefore be patient, brethren, until the coming of the Lord. The 
farmer waits for the precious produce of the soil, being patient about 
it, until it gets the early and late rains. You too be patient; strengthen 
your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is near.

 Having denounced the unbelieving, wealthy land owners who de-
fraud their hired workers, James now addresses the believing commu-
nity which doubtlessly consisted of people who represented a wide 
monetary spectrum. Yet many of the early believers may have been 
from the working-class, and may have been defrauded by the wealthy 
who employed them in their fields.
 In viewing the larger context (vv. 7–11), it is clear that the admoni-
tions and teachings of James in the previous verses could have led to 
some “pointing fingers” at fellow community members who had great-
er monetary wealth, charging them with being less than gracious and 
failing to help those who are in need. This, in turn, could cause those 
who were more wealthy to despise the accusations being leveled, even 
if by insinuation. Thus in the following verses James emphasizes the 
need for unity and not judging each other, but recognizing that Yeshua 
Himself is the Judge of the heart,  and allow Him to bring about change 
where change is needed.
 He then points to the prophets of the Tanach as examples of those 
who persevered under trials and in whose lives the compassion and 
mercy of the Lord was made known.
  Therefore be patient, brethren, until the coming of the Lord. – The Greek 
word translated here by the English “be patient” is μακροθυμέω (makro-
thumeō) and is a compound word made up of the noun μακρός (makros), 
meaning “to take a relatively long time; long” and the noun θυμός (thu-
mos), meaning “anger, intense displeasure.” Our English phrase “long 
suffering” captures the sense of the word, and pictures remaining 
self-controlled when life’s circumstances would cause one to immedi-
ately retaliate with anger. Such patience bespeaks spiritual growth and 
maturity, for the believer grows to trust that God is in control and will 
always give strength to endure trials resulting in spiritual victory.
 Paul speaks to this in his first epistle to the Corinthians:

No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common 
to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you to 
be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation 
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will provide the way of escape also, so that you will be able to 
endure it. (1Cor 10:13)

In this text the Greek word translated as “temptation” (πειρασμός, peiros-
mos) can also be understood as a “trial.” No trial comes into the believ-
er’s life without God giving strength and ability to overcome it as His 
children trust in Him and claim the strength He has promised. James 
agrees, for he admonishes us to “be patient,” that is, to be strengthened 
by God’s promises and through the abiding Spirit, so as to patiently 
endure whatever trials may come upon us.
 …until the coming of the Lord – The meaning of James here is that the 
sure promise of Yeshua’s return is the very thing upon which our eyes 
of faith are always to be focused. The Greek word translated “until” 
(ἕως, heōs) can have “the idea of a goal as well as a time period: “exercise 
patience as you wait for, and look for, the coming of the Lord.”1 The 
point is not that one can calculate the coming of the Lord and thus see 
when the current trial one is enduring will be over. Rather, the point 
is that the coming of the Lord is a surety when all suffering and trials 
will vanish and we will forever be with the Lord in the world-to-come 
where sin is abolished. This is our sure hope and that from which we 
may derive renewed strength to endure.
 Moreover, when Yeshua returns, He will bring the unjust to judg-
ment. Thus, we never need fear that somehow injustice will go unno-
ticed and nothing will be done to avenge the righteous. God is the ulti-
mate Judge and nothing escapes His notice. Even in the midst of trials 
and turmoil, we can lay hold of the truth that God will bring all things 
to light and will righteously judge all who bear their iniquities.
 The farmer waits for the precious produce of the soil… – James now uti-
lizes the farmer as a fitting illustration of godly patience. The farmer 
has his eyes upon the planted seed, anticipating the harvest and the 
gathering in of that which will sustain him, his family, and enable him 
to profit from the harvest in order that his needs and the needs of his 
family will be met. However, he must be patient for the early and late 
rains, for apart from these, his crops will fail. He does not go out into 
the field and begin digging up the planted seed to see if it is growing. 
To do so would foil the harvest altogether. Rather, he waits for the rains 
and then prepares for the harvest.

1 Moo, James in The Pillar Commentary, p. 222.
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 You too be patient; strengthen your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is 
near. – Like the farmer who must depend upon the divinely ordained 
order of the seasons, and the rain that comes to sustain the crops, so the 
believer must depend upon the strength He has promised, strengthen 
oneself in the means of grace, and endure, i.e., “be patient,” always be-
ing spiritually strengthened by the sure promise of Yeshua’s return.
 James states that “the coming of the Lord is near.” Some might ques-
tion how this can still be true given that nearly 2000 years have oc-
curred since he wrote this epistle, and Yeshua has yet to return. But it 
seems clear that the words of James here are emphasizing the imma-
nent return of our Lord, not giving an indication of a “length of time.”

The immanency of the Lord’s return, therefore, referred to 
the necessity of constant readiness and persevering faith 
based upon the knowledge that he may return at any time. 
This larger passage tells what the nearness of the Lord signi-
fies and how the knowledge of it strengthens the heart of the 
believer.1 

It is the reality that our Lord Yeshua may return at any time that urges 
us always to be prepared, to be ready for His appearing, and allow the 
inevitability of His coming to strengthen us and enable us to endure 
with patience.

9 – Do not complain, brethren, against one another, so that you your-
selves may not be judged; behold, the Judge is standing right at the 
door.  
 The context of James’ admonition here is that in the believing com-
munity to which he writes, there were those who had greater wealth 
than others, as well as those who were common laborers and may even 
have been unjustly treated by unbelieving wealthy land owners who 
employed them. As such, it would have been easy for those within the 
believing community to grumble against their fellow brothers and sis-
ters in the Lord who had greater wealth, ascribing to them a selfish and 
unkind disposition which characterized the wealthy unbelievers.  
 If this is, in fact, the scenario to which James addresses his words in 
our verse, then it is also reasonable to consider that there would have 
been a growing division with the local assembly of believers as people 
engaged in slander and gossip against each other.

1 Richardson, James in The New American Commentary, p. 221.
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 James’ use of the Greek στενάζω (stenazō) in the opening “Do not 
complain, brethren” (μὴ στενάζετε, ἀδελφοί) may well indicate “grum-
bling,” for the Greek stenazō “commonly appears in contexts of adversi-
ty where it bears the sense of sighing or groaning.”1  In the Lxx we find 
it used in Lam 1:21.

They have heard that I groan; there is no one to comfort me; 
all my enemies have heard of my calamity; they are glad that 
You have done it. Oh, that You would bring the day which 
You have proclaimed, that they may become like me. (Lam 
1:21)

 An interesting parallel to this use of stenazō, “to groan” or “to sigh,” 
is Heb 13:17.

Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they keep watch 
over your souls as those who will give an account. Let them 
do this with joy and not with grief [sighing or groaning], for 
this would be unprofitable for you. (Heb 13:17)

This strengthens the idea that stenazō, the Greek word used in our text, 
often describes inner turmoil that results in a situation where misun-
derstanding or an unwillingness to guard oneself has issued in shar-
ing with others one’s complaints against a fellow believer. Rather than 
bringing the problem to a God-honoring resolution, such lashon hara 
(evil speech) foments bitterness and gives way to the enemy.2  Thus, the 
NASB translation “complain” pictures verbal interaction with others. 
One’s own “groaning” has issued in “complaining…against one anoth-
er,” clearly a form of gossip or slander.
 …so that you yourselves may not be judged; – In seeking to judge those 
against whom one has a complaint by discrediting them to other peo-
ple, is gossip or slander, and clearly that which God hates (Prov 6:16–
19). This is James’ very point: in trying to discredit others by slandering 
them, one is actually putting oneself in a place to be judged by God.  
Yeshua Himself taught us: “Do not judge so that you will not be judged.” 
(Matt 7:1).
 … behold, the Judge is standing right at the door. – James reminds us 
of the truth which ought always to be in the forefront of our minds, 

1 Vlachose, Chris. Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament: James (B&H 
Pub., 2013), p. 172.

2 Cf. Eph 4:25–27.
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namely, that our omnipresent Savior Who is always with us, sees and 
knows all things. Nothing is hidden from Him. Thus, when we mistak-
enly think that our “private conversation” is hidden from the “Judge 
of all the world,” we are greatly mistaken. Yeshua is listening to every 
conversation and even knows our non-verbalized thoughts. 
 Thus, when James states that “the Judge is standing right at the 
door,” he not only reminds us that the Almighty knows everything we 
are saying, but he also emphasizes that the Judge is “ready to enter the 
courtroom” to proclaim His verdict. As the author of Hebrews states:

And there is no creature hidden from His sight, but all things 
are open and laid bare to the eyes of Him with whom we have 
to do. (Heb 4:13)

 The parallel of our text with 4:11–12 is clear. There, James warned 
against slandering one another and reminds us Who the true Judge is 
and emphasizes that we are to be doers of God’s commandments and 
not the judge of His divine ordinances.
 Thus, when James states in our current text that “the Judge is stand-
ing right at the door,” he intends us to recognize that ever imminent 
return of our Lord. We are to live with this reality, that Yeshua could re-
turn at any time and we therefore purpose within ourselves that when 
He returns, He will find us faithful, striving to live righteously so as to 
honor Him.
 One is reminded of Rev 3:20. 

Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears My 
voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine 
with him, and he with Me. (Rev 3:20)

10 – As an example, brethren, of suffering and patience, take the 
prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. 

 James does not mention any specific prophet but simply refers to the 
prophets of the Tanach as a collective example of enduring suffering 
for the cause and glory of God. Jeremiah, who suffered at the hands of 
pagan kings and even by his own people, obviously comes to mind. He 
was given the message he was to deliver to Israel, but before he began, 
God told him that the people would not listen to him or receive his 
message. 
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You shall speak all these words to them, but they will not 
listen to you; and you shall call to them, but they will not 
answer you. (Jer 7:27)

Their response to Jeremiah’s message was total refusal.

“But they say, ‘That is in vain! We will follow our own plans, 
and will every one act according to the stubbornness of his 
evil heart.’” (Jer 18:12)

He was beaten, put into stocks (Jer 20:1–2), sentenced to death (Jer 26:11),  
the divine message he delivered in a scroll was burned (Jer 36:23), and 
he was thrown into a cistern that had no water, sinking into the mud 
and left to die (Jer 38:6). And even after being rescued, he was called a 
liar and dismissed (Jer 43:2).
 Zechariah, son of Jehoiada the priest, was stoned in the very Temple 
court itself.

Then the Spirit of God came on Zechariah the son of Jehoiada 
the priest; and he stood above the people and said to them, 
“Thus God has said, ‘Why do you transgress the command-
ments of the Lord and do not prosper? Because you have for-
saken the Lord, He has also forsaken you.’” So they conspired 
against him and at the command of the king they stoned 
him to death in the court of the house of the Lord. (2Chron 
24:20–21) 

 When James writes of “suffering and patience,” we should under-
stand the word “patience” (μακροθυμία, makrothumia) to mean “the abil-
ity to endure or persevere.” Paul uses this same term when describing 
the work of the Spirit in the life of the believer.

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience  
(μακροθυμία, makrothumia), kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. 
(Gal 5:22–23)

The final clause, “against such things there is no law,” has been var-
iously understood by commentators. I take it to mean that “the work 
of the Spirit (in the believer’s life) is not fixed by a set measure, but is 
unending.”1 That is, the power to persevere in difficult circumstances, 

1 Hegg, Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians (TorahResource, 2010), p. 249.
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including being persecuted for one’s faith, is given by the Spirit of God 
as the child of God submits to His leading and waits upon Him for 
strength to endure.
 … who spoke in the name of the Lord. – And what was it that caused the 
prophets of old, of whom James refers, to be so persecuted? It was that 
their words brought God’s truth to the people they addressed, calling 
them to humble themselves, to repent, and to seek God’s forgiveness. 
This went contrary to their self-centered bent and issued in their at-
tempts to destroy the message of God and those who came speaking it. 

11 – We count those blessed who endured. You have heard of the en-
durance of Job and have seen the outcome of the Lord’s dealings, that 
the Lord is full of compassion and is merciful.

 We count those blessed who endured. The word translated here as “en-
dured” is the Greek ὑπομένω (hupomenō) meaning “to persevere,” “to 
remain under” the difficulty or struggle and not to give up. We encoun-
tered this same word in 1:12.

Blessed is a man who perseveres ὑπομένω (hupomenō) under 
trial; for once he has been approved, he will receive the crown 
of life which the Lord has promised to those who love Him. 
(James 1:12)

Thus we learn another important lesson from James’ use of the proph-
ets to illustrate his point: it is possible that even though one is speaking 
the truth and doing so to honor God, he or she may still be persecuted 
by those who are condemned by the message of truth, for they hate the 
message and the messenger.
 This, of course, shows the fallacy of the so-called “prosperity gos-
pel,” that if one will simply say “yes” to “the preacher’s invitation,” 
one’s life will be sheltered from trouble and persecution and all will 
be prosperous. Surely the blessing of God comes upon those who are 
His, but this does not negate the reality that the child of God may ex-
perience persecution (to one extent or another) by those who hate the 
message of truth because it unmasks their feeble self-sufficiency.
 Surely it is true that the primary goal of our salvation is that God 
would be glorified, and this can be accomplished regardless of the 
events that come upon us. We can magnify Him when we are pros-
perous, and we can glorify Him even when persecuted. This is well 
demonstrated by the true prophets of old.
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 You have heard of the endurance of Job… – Because the KJV became the 
most popular Bible throughout the English speaking world, its trans-
lation of this phrase produced the well-known phrase, “the patience of 
Job.” However, the Greek is, once again, the noun ὑπομονὴ (hupomonē) 
which is cognate to the verb ὑπομένω (hupomenō) which we encountered 
in the first clause of our verse. The verb means “to persevere” and the 
noun means “perseverance,” that is, “the capacity to hold out or bear 
up in the face of difficulty.”1 Thus, the proverbial phrase, “the patience 
of Job,” should be corrected to “the perseverance of Job.” Granted, pa-
tience and perseverance have much in common, but the primary as-
pect of our word “perseverance” has the added emphasis of remaining 
faithful even in very difficult times and events.
 It is interesting to note that Ezekiel mentions Job together with Noah 
and Daniel yet he emphasizes “righteousness” as the outstanding vir-
tue of Job.

…even though Noah, Daniel and Job were in its midst, as I 
live,” declares the Lord GOD, “they could not deliver either 
their son or their daughter. They would deliver only them-
selves by their righteousness.” (Ezek 14:20, cf. 14:14)

As Kistemaker notes:

Even in the Book of Job, patience is not one of Job’s outstanding 
characteristics. Job betrays his impatience when he curses the 
day of his birth (3:1) and when he says that the “long-winded 
speeches” of his three friends never end (16:3).2 

 …and have seen the outcome of the Lord’s dealings –  It was the persever-
ance of Job that God blessed and it is this that James intends us to see.
For in the final chapter of Job we read:

The Lord blessed the latter days of Job more than his begin-
ning; and he had 14,000 sheep and 6,000 camels and 1,000 
yoke of oxen and 1,000 female donkeys. He had seven sons 
and three daughters. (Job 42:12–13)

 …that the Lord is full of compassion and is merciful. – The question that 
may enter the minds of some when they see “bad things happening 
to good people” is if this somehow diminishes the goodness of God 
or brings into question His sovereign control of our world. But this is 

1 BDAG, “ὑπομέν,” p. 1039.
2 Kistemaker, James, p. 169.
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the very reason James compels us to consider the prophets and Job. For 
even though Job encountered great trials and struggles, he persevered 
and in so doing, proved God to be righteous, holy, and good, and that 
He is full of compassion and mercy. This is clearly taught in the Tanach 
itself. Consider the proclamation of God’s self-revelation as He met 
with Moses the second time on Mt. Sinai.

Then the LORD passed by in front of him and proclaimed, 
“The LORD, the LORD God, compassionate and gracious, 
slow to anger, and abounding in lovingkindness and truth; 
(Ex 34:6)

Or the words of the Psalmist:

The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger and 
abounding in lovingkindness. (Ps 103:8)

Though James does not reference such texts as these from the Tanach, 
he uses a word in our verse which is only found here in the whole of the 
Apostolic Scriptures. It is the Greek word πολύσπλαγχνός (polusplagxnos) 
which combines two words: polus meaning “very,” “a great number”  
and splagxnon (literally) meaning, “inward parts,” but is the Greek way 
of describing deep feelings of “love and affection.” 
 The point that James intends for us to grasp is this: while our En-
glish translation has “full of compassion,” the word used in our text 
would favor a more superlative description: “abounding in compas-
sion” or “overflowing with compassion.”
 Thus, the emphasis James desires to give us is that nothing can 
come into our lives but what God intends for our good and His glory. 
Therefore, being infinite in His compassion, He never fails to give to 
His own all that is necessary to persevere in genuine faith and in so 
doing, to bring Him the glory He deserves.
 Thus we see that James, as he comes to the conclusion of this epistle, 
takes us back to the beginning, thus forming “bookends” to the whole.

Blessed is a man who perseveres under trial; for once he has 
been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the 
Lord has promised to those who love Him. (James 1:12)
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12 – But above all, my brethren, do not swear, either by heaven or by 
earth or with any other oath; but your yes is to be yes, and your no, 
no, so that you may not fall under judgment.

 In the context, the opening phrase, “But above all” (Πρὸ πάντων δέ, 
pro pantōn de), literally “before all,” seems clearly to be attached to the 
preceding context since James uses the connective de in this opening 
phrase. As such, this helps us to understand a more specific application 
of the admonition which follows. Since the previous context describes 
the various aspects of suffering and the apparent contention and divi-
sion this might cause between people within the believing communi-
ty, James now cautions his readers to be especially careful with their 
words. For very often in times of turmoil that may open the way to 
dissension within the local community of believers, people may say 
things or make declarations that are unwise and foment division rather 
than fostering healing and unity. 
 Thus James is continuing his emphasis upon being careful about 
our speech, for in the previous context he warns us not to “grumble” 
against each other (5:9), and even this continues the exhortation given 
in 3:1–12 in which he reminds us that

…the tongue is a small part of the body, and yet it boasts of 
great things. See how great a forest is set aflame by such a 
small fire!   (3:5)

 But in considering this epistle as a whole, the phrase “But above all” 
may signal the concluding exhortation of the Apostle. Here, once again, 
he is emphasizing how important it is to guard one’s speech, for when 
one engages in lashon hara, “gossip,” “slander,” “evil speech,” this can 
become that which foments division and undermines the good that has 
been established within the believing community. Such negativity may 
likewise weaken the community, rendering them less and less effective 
to carry out the commands and desires of Yeshua. Rather than being a 
light to the world of the love of Yeshua for His own, the community di-
vided by infighting fails to be a witness of God’s saving and redeeming 
power. Indeed, that the primary emphasis of this last chapter is that of 
unity within the local assembly of believers is highlighted by the fact 
that James uses the term “brothers/brethren” five times in these final 
verses of his epistle (5:7, 9 10, 12, 19).
 In fact, James uses the Greek ἀδελφοί (adelphoi, plural of adelphos) 19 
times in our epistle. It is clear that the plural adelphoi can refer simply 
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to siblings, i.e., brothers and sisters.1 The point is this: all who through 
faith are “in Messiah Yeshua” are true and eternally unified in the same 
family of God. And here is the obvious application of this eternal truth: 
we must strive to see others who profess faith in Messiah and show the 
truth of their profession by their lives, as one with us. For even with our 
many diversities, we are spiritually united in God’s family.
 …do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or with any other oath – There 
have been some Christian groups that took these words of James to 
mean that Scripture, and thus God, prohibits taking any verbal oath or 
pledge. Most predominate in this regard were some (not all) of the Ana-
baptists, from which were formed the Quakers, Mennonites, Amish, 
Hutterites, and Schwarzenau Brethren. In more ancient times, the Es-
senes, the Qumran sect of the Dead Sea Scrolls, were described by Jose-
phus as condemning oath-taking as equal with perjury.

They dispense their anger after a just manner, and restrain 
their passion. They are eminent for fidelity, and are the min-
isters of peace; whatsoever they say also is firmer than an 
oath; but swearing is avoided by them, and they esteem it 
worse than perjury; for they say, that he who cannot be be-
lieved without [swearing by] God, is already condemned.2

But to interpret James’ words in this way is not only to misunderstand 
this inspired text, but also fails to take into account the wider teaching 
of Scripture. In the Tanach, the phrase “May God do so to X, and more” 
  is an oath formula (ּכֹה ַיֲעֶׂשה־ִּלי ֱאֹלִהים a ְוכֹה יֹוִסיף/ ַיֲעֶׂשה־ְּלָך ֱאֹלִהים ְוכֹה יֹוִסיף)
and we find it numbers of times. Here are some examples:

Eli, speaking to Samuel about the vision the Lord gave to him:
He said, “What is the word that He spoke to you? Please do 
not hide it from me. May God do so to you, and more also, if 
you hide anything from me of all the words that He spoke to 
you.” (1Sam 3:17)

Then King Solomon swore by the Lord, saying, “May God do 
so to me and more also, if Adonijah has not spoken this word 
against his own life. (1Ki 2:23)
Ruth to Naomi – Where you die, I will die, and there I will be 
buried. Thus may the LORD do to me, and worse, if anything 
but death parts you and me. (Ruth 1:17)

1 BDAG, “ἀδελφός,” p. 18, where the lexicon shows such usage by Euripid-
es, Oxyrhynchus Papyri—list 4, etc.

2 Josephus, War 2:135 (2.8.6).
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Moreover, the Torah speaks directly about taking an oath, and the re-
quirement that it be kept:

You shall not swear falsely by My name, so as to profane the 
name of your God; I am the Lord. (Lev 19:12)

If (When) a man makes a vow to the Lord, or takes an oath to 
bind himself with a binding obligation, he shall not violate 
his word; he shall do according to all that proceeds out of his 
mouth. (Num 30:2)

When you make a vow to the Lord your God, you shall not 
delay to pay it, for it would be sin in you, and the Lord your 
God will surely require it of you. (Deut 23:21)

When you vow a vow to God, do not delay paying it, for he 
has no pleasure in fools. Pay what you vow. (Ecc 5:4)

 We see, then, that what James is emphasizing is precisely what Ye-
shua Himself taught in the sermon on the mount, and the parallel lan-
guage is obvious:

Matthew 5:34, 35, 37 James 5:12
But I say to you     But above all

make no oath at all do not swear
either by heaven either by heaven

for it is the throne of God
or by the earth or by earth

for it is the footstool of His feet
or by Jerusalem

for it is the city of the great King
let your word be  “yes, yes” your yes is to be yes

or ‘No, no’ your ‘no, no’
anything beyond these so that you may not

is of the evil one. fall under judgment.

 While the date of James’ Epistle is not certain, the general consen-
sus  of biblical scholarship is that it was written in the 40’s or 50’s CE. 
As such, James would have known the teaching of Yeshua, not only 
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by reading what others may have written down, but by having heard 
His word personally s as well as having them repeated by others of the 
Apostles who undoubtedly continued to discuss and even memorize 
His teachings. Thus it is clear that James has the words of Yeshua in 
mind as he writes these final lines of his epistle, words which no doubt 
resonated in his own heart and mind.
 The point to be made is that in Yeshua’s teaching on oaths, which 
James here incorporates, He most assuredly did not prohibit taking an 
oath! Indeed, the command to let one’s “no be no” and one’s “yes be 
yes” is a form of an oath and taking a solemn pledge verbally and then 
doing all in one’s power to keep what one has promised.
 But what then do the inspired words of Yeshua and James mean 
when they state that one should not “swear” or “make an oath?” Since 
this divinely ordained teaching cannot be contradicting what the in-
spired words of the Tanach teaches, we must understand that such 
strong language prohibits making an oath or a promise which one 
never intended to keep in the first place, but in taking the oath spoke 
words falsely in order to gain that which one desired. 
 Another emphasis seems to be James’ point as well, and this is that 
our word, even apart from taking a solemn oath, ought to be trust-
worthy and something others can count upon. When we say “yes” or 
“no,” we must do all in our power to keep what we have promised. 
Thus, neither Yeshua nor James are prohibiting the taking of an oath. In 
our culture, such is necessary if one is going to be a witness in a court 
of law, or if one wants to immigrate and become a citizen, as well as 
in other circumstances. But the point is that we who are followers of 
Yeshua ought to be fully committed to keeping our promises. This is 
at the heart of what James emphasizes early (2:8), that the whole Torah 
can be summed up in loving God and loving one’s neighbor (Lev 19:18). 
Indeed, keeping one’s word is to demonstrate obedience to God and a 
genuine caring for others.

Oaths, as we may also call them, are by no means consistently 
forbidden in Scripture. God himself takes oaths to guarantee 
the fulfillment of what he has promised (see, e.g., Heb. 3:11, 
18; 4:3; 6:13, 16; 7:21). The OT law did not prohibit oaths but 
demanded that a person be true to the oath he had taken.1 

1 Moo, James, p. 233.
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Our mere word should be as utterly trustworthy as a signed 
document, legally correct and complete.1 

13 – Is anyone among you suffering? Then he must pray. Is anyone 
cheerful? He is to sing praises.

 In the concluding verses of our epistle, vs. 13–18 are a unit character-
ized by six imperatives (commands). The first is in our verse, “he must 
pray” (προσευχέσθω < προσεύχομαι). This is for anyone who is “suffering” 
(κακοπαθέω, kakopatheō). The word itself means “to suffer misfortune” 
and “to bear hardship patiently.”2 Here we see a general teaching of 
the Scriptures, that even in this fallen world true believers may suffer 
hardship and one should not immediately think such suffering is pun-
ishment from God, for He may brings hardship to teach us lessons and 
to love Him more, something we might not learn otherwise.
 Calvin notes regarding this opening phrase of our verse:

He means that there is no time in which God does not invite 
us to himself. For afflictions ought to stimulate us to pray; 
prosperity supplies us with an occasion to praise God. But 
such is the perverseness of men, that they cannot rejoice 
without forgetting God, and that when afflicted they are dis-
heartened and driven to despair.3 

 …Then he must prayer – Our Father will always receive our prayers 
and act on our behalf, for our heavenly High Priest, Yeshua Himself, 
intercedes for us at the very throne of the Father. At times, the child of 
God may become weak in faith and wonder if God actually does care 
for those who are His. But the Scriptures teach us that God may even 
allow suffering in order to draw us closer to Him, for our risen and 
reigning Savior, our heavenly High Priest, intercedes for all those for 
whom He died.

who is the one who condemns? Messiah Yeshua is He who 
died, yes, rather who was raised, who is at the right hand of 
God, who also intercedes for us. (Rom 8:34)

1 Martin, James, p. 204, quoting Mitton. Moffatt, J. The General Epistles of 
James, Peter, and Jude. (Hodder & Stoughton, 1928), p. 193

2 BDAG, “κακοπαθέω,” p. 500. 
3 Calvin, James, pp. 354-55.
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 Prayer is the grand privilege of every true believer, as we seek for-
giveness for sin, bringing our burdens to the Lord, and remaining 
steadfast in the truth that He will not allow any testing to come upon 
us but that He will make a way for us to bear up under it and to expe-
rience the victory of His grace and power.

Prayer is the best remedy for sorrows. Griefs are eased by 
groans and by talking about them. This evaporation unbur-
dens and cools the heart. It is helpful to pour out our com-
plaints to a friend. Prayer is simply the exercise of our graces, 
and graces exercised will yield comfort. We have good reason 
in affliction to use the help of prayer.1 

 … Is anyone cheerful? He is to sing praises. – James has given us two 
extremes: one who suffers and one who is cheerful. Yet he does this, not 
to teach that one prays when one suffers, but that one sings when not 
suffering. Surely even in times of hardship, praising the Lord in song is 
an essential part of one’s life of faith. Moreover, when all is going well 
and suffering seems distant, surely one is to continue in one’s life of 
prayer and communion with God.
 The truth that James impresses upon us is that the life of the believ-
er is not to be dramatically changed by circumstances. Surely in times 
of suffering it is right and proper to mourn and to be constantly in 
prayer seeking God’s strength, leading, and comfort. But one can still 
rejoice even if only inwardly and privately in prayer and meditation of 
God’s goodness. Likewise, when suffering diminishes and life’s strug-
gles diminish, songs of praise and prayer are still the hallmark of the 
maturing child of God.

The Lord is my strength and my shield; my heart trusts in 
Him, and I am helped; therefore my heart exults, and with my 
song I shall thank Him.(Ps 28:7)

 Paul admonishes us:

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice! (Phil. 4:4)

Yet while we always have much to be joyful about, our joy may be com-
municated differently in different situations, even as our sorrow may be 
evident in times of suffering. James’ point is clear: in all circumstances 

1 Manton, James, p. 441.



  [5:14] 205

of life, we always have the sure foundation of our life in Yeshua, both 
now and forever. 
 Finally, James teaches us in the opening phrase of our verse that 
believers are not expected to suffer needlessly, or always to “be happy” 
or to “hide one’s sorrows” that come in times of suffering. The believer 
does not always live on a mountain top of faith. We live out the reality 
of our faith when on the mountain top as well as when we traverse the 
valley. As Yeshua teaches us:

These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may 
have peace. In the world you have tribulation, but take cour-
age; I have overcome the world. (Jn 16:33)

15 – Is anyone among you sick? Then he must call for the elders of 
the ekklesia and they are to pray over him, anointing him with oil in 
the name of the Lord;

 One of the ways that suffering comes upon us in this fallen world 
is that of sickness and disease. Surely believers experience physical 
sickness as James here indicates, for he is writing to the community of 
believers and asks “Is anyone among you sick?”  He expects that sick-
ness will be a common thing experienced by those who are part of the 
believing community.
 He admonishes those who are sick, not just with something that will 
surely pass quickly, but by a sickness that lingers on or which brings 
special difficulties, to call for the elders of the ekklesia. Once again it is 
clear that the normal life of everyone who professes to be a follower of 
Yeshua is to be in community with other believers. Even as prayer and 
the scriptures are the essential means of grace for the believer, so is the 
communion of the believers. It is as we gather together and share life 
together that we are enabled to help and encourage each other, and to 
show a watching world what it means to love one another as our Lord 
commands.
 James singles out “elders” (the plural of πρεσβυτέρος,  ), one of the 
established offices within the ekklesia of Yeshua. In the epistles of the 
Apostolic Scriptures, we essentially find three titles or designations for 
leaders within the believing communities: overseer, (ἐπίσκοπος, episko-
pos),sometimes translated “bishop”), elder, (πρεσβύτερος, presbuteros) and 
deacon (διάκονος, diakonos).
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