INTRODUCTION

CONSIDERED as a part of the Christian canon of holy
scripture, the epistle of James is an oddity. It lacks almost all
of what might be thought to be the distinctive marks of
Christian faith and practice. Some have suggested that it was
originally not a Christian document at all, but a Jewish text
interpolated to bring it into Christian use; yet if this were so,
it would still be remarkable that the added veneer should be
so thin. The best known comments on the epistle are those of
Martin Luther. In his 1522 Preface to the New Testament, he
judges that ‘St John’s Gospel and his first epistle, St Paul’s
epistles, especially Romans, Galatians, and Ephesians, and St
Peter’s first epistle are the books that show you Christ and
teach you all that is necessary and salvatory for you to know,
even if you were never to see or hear any other book or doc-
trine. Therefore St James’ epistle is really an epistle of straw,’
compared to these others, for it has nothing of the nature of
the gospel about it.” Luther placed James, with Hebrews, Jude
and the Revelation of John, at the end of his translation of the
New Testament, out of their usual canonical order. In his
Preface to the Epistles of St James and St Jude, he denies that
James is the work of an apostle, because of what he sees to be
its opposition to Paul in its interpretation of justification, and
because ‘it is the office of a true apostle to preach of the Pas-
sion and resurrection and office of Christ, and to lay the foun-
dation of faith in him. ... All the genuine sacred books agree
in this, that all of them preach and inculcate [¢reiben] Christ’.
Luther’s misgivings about the presence of the epistle in the
canon are hardly unprecedented; as he himself comments, the
history of its slow acceptance into the canon may indicate
that they were felt from an early stage.

In historical terms, the chief interest of the epistle of James
is in its evidence of the way the nature of Christianity was un-

! An allusion to 1 Cor. iii. 12.
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derstood by this author, his readers, and, maybe, by those
who accepted his work as a part of their scripture. Yet also, as
even Luther admitted about the work of this ‘good, pious
man’, ‘there are many good sayings in him’.! In his re-
interpretation of traditional ideas in new situations, in his in-
sistence on the right practice of prayer and of charity, and in
his appeal to the nature of man and the nature of God in es-
tablishing rules for conduct, the author of the epistle deserves
a continued hearing.

The introduction to a commentary is essentially a conclu-
sion, presenting to the reader the views that the commentator
has formed about the character and intention of his text in the
course of his study of its contents and his attempt to elucidate
the author’s argument. This introduction will, then, assume
an interpretation of various verses of the epistle for which
detailed exegesis will be found in the commentary.

THE ENVIRONMENT OF JAMES

The epistle of James affords notoriously scanty material for
answering the traditional questions of an introduction, as to
the date of the document, the identity of the author and the
situation and geographical location of both himself and those
whom he addresses. It is best to begin by sketching in broad
general terms the world of thought and experience to which this
author belongs.

In the first place, he belongs firmly in the world of early
Christianity. There is no textual warrant for eliminating the
two references to Jesus Christ in i. 1 and ii. 1,> and even apart
from these there are other clear indications of the author’s

! Quotations from Luther’s Prefaces are from Luther’s Works Vol. 35,
Word and Sacrament I, ed. E. Theodore Bachmann, Philadelphia 1960,
pp- 362, 396 and 397.

2 As did L. Massebreau, ‘L'épitre de Jacques—est-elle I'ccuvre d’un
Crétien?’, Revue de I’Histoire des Religions, 32, 1895, pp. 249—283; and F.
Spitta, ‘Der Brief des Jakobus’, in his Zur Geschichte und Litteratur des
Urchristentums, 2, Gottingen 1896, pp. 1-239; both arguing for the
exclusively Jewish character of the epistle.
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Christian character. The teaching of Jesus as found in the
synoptic tradition is reflected in i. 5, i. 17, ii. 5, ii. 8, ii. 19, iv.
3, v. 12 and perhaps also v. 20. The discussion about faith and
works in ii. 14-26 is conducted in terms which presuppose
some acquaintance with the Pauline argument about
justification; it cannot be read as a Jewish reaction to Paul,
because of the author’s failure to realise that Paul’s attack is
directed to notions of works of the Law, but must represent a
debate conducted within Christian circles. James uses the
language of Christian eschatology in v. 7 f.; and the language
of Christian initiation (whether specifically of baptism or
more generally of conversion) is drawn on in i. 18, 21 and ii. 7.
Close similarities to the teaching of other New Testament
authors, especially the author of 1 Peter, may reflect common
use of developing patterns of Christian ethical instruction (i.
24, i. 21, iv. 6-8). In designating Jesus as ‘the glory’ in ii. 1,
James shows an acquaintance with one line of development of
Christological thought; and he follows the initiative of earliest
Christianity in entitling him ‘the Lord’, in i. 1,1i. 1, v. 7f,, v.
14 f. It is under the authority, and in the power, of Jesus that
the elders of the community anoint the sick, and that com-
munity is termed ekklesia, the Church (v. 14). Yet the omis-
sion of what might be thought to be central and indispensable
Christian themes is glaring. There is no reference to Christ’s
death and its effects or to his resurrection; none to the gift
and activity of the Holy Spirit; none to the sacrament of the
eucharist. Example of endurance is found in the prophets and
in Job, v. 10 f., rather than, as by the author of 1 Peter, ii.
21-23, in Christ; and in contrast to the practice of every other
New Testament author (except the author of the Apocalypse),
the title ‘Lord’ is still more frequently a title of God (i. 7, iii. 9,
iv. 10, iv. 15, v. 4, v. 10, v. 11). By contrast with thinkers such
as Paul, John or the author of Hebrews, the Christianity of
James will inevitably be judged as superficial and
undeveloped.

Secondly, James shows a clear acquaintance with the world
of Fudaism. In affirming the proposition that ‘God is one’, ii.
19, he affirms the central tenet of Jewish faith, perhaps even
in terms of its central prayer. His characteristic condemnation
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of the ‘double-minded’ man, i. 8, iv. 8, reflects the Jewish
theme of doubleness as a cause of sin, and in particular, as for
James, of deficiency in prayer. Parallels may be drawn from
many areas of Judaism to James’s extolling of the Law as
‘perfect’ and as ‘the law of freedom’ (i. 25, ii. 12) and to his in-
sistence that it be kept in full (ii. 10). James frequently quotes
the Jewish scriptures and appeals to examples drawn from
them (ii. 8, ii. 11, ii. 21-25, iv. 6, v. 11, v. 17 f.); retains the
title ‘Lord of Sabaoth’ for God, v. 4; and uses the Jewish term
for the place of punishment, Gehenna, iii. 6. His piety, the
theme of the righteous poor (i. 9, ii. 5, v. 6) and the impor-
tance of charity (i. 27, ii. 15 f.), can be seen to have its
roots in Jewish tradition. Yet it may be doubted that Judaism
is really the framework of the author’s life. He is one of the
few New Testament authors to mention neither the Jews nor
Israel by name, and his address to his readers as ‘the twelve
tribes of the Dispersion’, i. 1, is most readily understood as
directed to Christians in their character as the true Israel
(though that would not of course preclude their being also in
fact Jews by race) He makes no mention of Judaism’s
characteristic institutions: circumcision; the keeping of the
Sabbath and the food laws; rules of ritual purity and separa-
tion (see on i. 27); the worship of the Temple (and his
sunagoge in ii. 2 is not necessarily the Jewish place of
meeting). It might be argued that he had no occasion to men-
tion such matters, or that he took them for granted, but it is
striking that he does not appreciate that the Pauline argument
on faith and works involved a dispute about the Torah. His
own appeal to the Law, when made explicitly, is to a very
limited area: Leviticus xix. 18 (ii. 8) and the Decalogue (ii.
11), and the context and manner of his appeal to the latter
calls in question the extent of his ‘whole’ law. His appeal to
scripture, too, is generally simple and straightforward. The
elements of ‘Jewishness’ in James are thrown into relief by the
lack of pronounced Christian colouring, but their extent
should not be exaggerated.

James’s scriptural quotations are drawn from the Sep-
tuagint, and he knows the Greek Old Testament so intimately
as to make telling use of allusions to it as well as formally
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citing quotations (thus in i. 10, iii. 9, iii. 18, iv. 5, v. 4). The
third ‘world’ to which he belongs is the Hellenistic world: the
shared culture of the eastern Mediterranean area within the
Roman Empire that resulted from the conquests of Alexander
the Great and the subsequent founding of Greek cities with
their characteristic features of agora, stadium, theatres,
temples and gymnasia (an account of the attempt thus to
Hellenise the city of Jerusalem may be found in 2 Macc. iv.
7-15). The citizen of this world would be expected to have a
general education in rhetoric, grammar and elementary
philosophy. James’s language is Greek, and he uses it with a
certain feeling for cadence and an especial fondness for
alliteration (e.g. i. 2, i. 6, i. 14, i. 25, iii. 5, 17, iv. 9); the im-
perfect hexameter of i. 17 is probably of his own devising.! He
opens with the conventional form of greeting of a Hellenistic
letter, i. 1, and makes use of some of the devices of the
diatribe, a form of moral address, both written and oral,
developed in the Cynic and Stoic schools but widely adopted
by popular preachers of many persuasions, including Paul
(e.g. ii. 18, iii. 10, iv. 13; see Ropes, pp. 10~16). Some of his
striking metaphors have little biblical background, but are
commonplace in Greek and Latin literature (the horse and the
ship in iii. 3 f., cf. the images of man’s control of the animal
kingdom in iii. 7, and of the mist in iv. 14). The pious proviso
he commends in iv. 15 has no biblical precedent, but is a
familiar Hellenistic idiom. James shows some acquaintance,
too, with the language of philosophy, though very much at the
level of the catch-phrase with little appreciation of its original
content (i. 21, iii. 6); and he makes clumsy play with the
technical vocabulary of astronomy (i. 17). Also in catch-
phrase terms, he shows a familiarity with the language of
magic, as it is found in the rich store of magical papyri (ii. 19,
iv. 7); the practice of magic was, of course, an area of religious

! An examination of James’s Greek style would be out of place in this
commentary, but may be found in the commentaries of Mayor, pp.
cexlix—cclix, and Dibelius, pp. 34-38. W. L. Knox draws attention to what
he sees as peculiarities of the epistle’s Greek, in constructing his theory of
it as composed of original text plus Hellenistic commentary, ‘The Epistle
of St James', ¥T'S XLVI, 1945, pp. 10-17.
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syncretism, where Jewish, Greek, Oriental and ultimately
Christian elements intermingled. In general, then, James’s en-
vironment would seem to be the meeting of Christian, Jewish
and Hellenistic thought, at a popular and unsophisticated
level.

THE SETTING OF JAMES

The attempt to establish more precisely the situation of
James within this general environment will focus on three
areas: first, the social situation of James and his readers in the
life of the Hellenistic world; secondly, their location among
the various groups of early Christianity; and thirdly their
geographical location. The attempt to define these three areas
will also be conducted in three ways: through assessment of
internal indications, of literary affinities, and of the external
attestation of the epistle.

The appeal to internal evidence from the epistle as to its
situation is problematical on the grounds of its genre and the
character of its content. The epistle of James is a literary
letter. Its opening address is not to a specific community in a
particular place to which it is to be despatched, like Paul’s to
the Corinthians, Philippians or Thessalonians. James ad-
dresses Christian readers in general, as the people of God in
its dispersion, and any of them might be supposed to profit
from what he writes. His letter form is a common convention
employed alike by Roman authors such as Seneca and Pliny
(though some of Pliny’s are genuine letters), Jews like the
authors of the epistles of Aristeas and Jeremiah, and
Christians like the author of the epistle of Barnabas (see
Ropes, pp. 6—10; A. Deissmann, Light from The Ancient East,
revised edn. ET London 1927, pp. 227-233; and art. ‘Letters,
Latin’ in OCD). Congruously, his material is of general
applicability, rather than a response to a specific situation.
Uncertain prayer, abuses of speech, quarrelsomeness and
envy, are not the particular problem of any one community.
James draws his material from a variety of sources, and the
structure of his writing is loose. Sometimes there is a passage
of sustained argument, as in ii. 1-9, ii. 1426, iii. 1-12; more
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often the author moves from one subject to another with only
a loose train of thought discernible (as in i. 2-8, iv. 1-10, v.
1-11). These characteristics of eclecticism and lack of con-
tinuity in the content of James's teaching lead Dibelius to
classify the document as paraenesis and strongly to dis-
courage any attempt to deduce its situation from the author’s
choice of subject matter and examples (see his Introduction,
sections 1 and 7, pp. 1-11 and 45-47). It may, however,
reasonably be supposed that although the author thought of
his work as having a general interest, he probably also had
some idea of its initial readership; that his selection from the
vast stock of ethical material, Jewish, Hellenistic and Christ-
ian, probably reflects something of his own interests or of the
character of the Christian community with which he is most
immediately familiar; and that the illustrations used to rein-
force his general admonitions would only serve to do so if
they bore some relation to the actual experience of those who
read them. Thus, for instance, when James expounds his
warning against discrimination in terms of a picture of the
community’s meeting (ii. 2 ff.), it may be supposed that some
such situation as he sketches would be recognisable. The con-
ventional scriptural terms in which to illustrate such a warn-
ing would be those of the law-court; James reflects a
knowledge of this in v. 4, but he does not simply take it over.
Similarly, the behaviour of merchants is not necessarily the
obvious example from which to draw warnings about the
transitoriness of human life and the folly of human boasting
(iv. 13-16). One may presume that the author chose it
because he thought his readers would appreciate it.

The problem of detecting internal pointers to a real situa-
tion is most acute in assessing James’s remarks about rich and
poor. James’s language on this subject is at its most stylised,
with the balanced antitheses of i. 9 f., the apocalyptic thrust of
v. 1-3 and the Old Testament imagery of v. 4. Moreover, an
equation of rich as wicked and poor as pious had long been a
convention in some areas of Jewish thought (it is seen notably
in psalms such as x, xlix and cxl, and in the Psalms of
Solomon), passing thence into Christian tradition (for a full
survey of the relevant material, see the article by E. Bammel,
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nrwyods in TDNT vol. VI pp. 888-915, also Dibelius pp.
39-45). James may, then, be seen as simply including in his
collection of ethical material a familiar idea; and no further
deductions should be drawn. However, it is arguable that the
tradition of the poor as the righteous was most fervently
maintained by those who were in fact actually poor: the
Qumran community called themselves ‘the poor’, and in their
self-chosen isolation may well have literally been so; the
Jerusalem Church, called ‘the poor’ in Gal. ii. 10; Rom. xv. 26,
needed real support (cf. Acts xi. 28—30); the designation of
Jewish Christians in Palestine as Ebionites, from the Hebrew
’ebyon, poor, later satirised by Origen,' may have its origin
in part in their experiences during and after the two Jewish
revolts. Where such conditions did not obtain, the advan-
tages of wealth might be appreciated, and the tradition
modified.” James himself modifies it: the poor are chosen to
be ‘rich in faith’ and thus inherit the kingdom (ii. 5; cf. the
variation in the parallel passages of Lk. vi. 20; Matt. v. 3).
Nor is his language on this subject merely conventional, but is
distinctively adapted. Twice he employs his characteristic
method of Old Testament allusion to add force to his argu-
ment (i. 10, v. 4). His precise delineation of the rich man of ii.
2 is in terms probably evocative of a particular type in his and
his readers’ experience. His rhetorical question about the ac-
tivity of the rich as oppressors draws on the language of bap-
tism (ii. 6 f.), and he may be seen there as recalling actual
experiences of his Christian readers, however difficult these
are to reconstruct. Choosing as his example of discrimination
the relative treatment of rich and poor at a community
meeting, he very deliberately links this to the central Christ-
ian commandment of Lev. xix. 18 (ii. 8); and he demonstrates

! Origen explained the name variously as deriving from their poverty of un-
derstanding (De Princ. iv. 3.8), their poor opinion about Christ (Comm. in
Matt. xvi. 12), or the poverty of their interpretationof the Law (Cont. Cels. ii.
1).

2 This position is argued by D. L. Mealand in ‘The disparagement of
wealth in New Testament times’, an unpublished M. Litt. thesis for the
University of Bristol, 1971; also in M. Hengel, Property and Riches in the
Early Church, ET London 1974, especially chapters 2 and 4.
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the futility of ‘workless’ faith not only by scriptural example
but also in a pointed parody of the piety that neglects charity
to a ‘brother or sister’ (ii. 15 f.).

It seems reasonable, then, to suppose that the inclusion of
teaching on rich and poor, thus creatively presented, reflects a
real concern of the author himself. He does not idealise pover-
ty per se, but his antipathy to the rich as a class is explicit.
From the force of his language it would seem that this at-
titude is not shared by the Christian group he knows most in-
timately. Although there may have been needy members
whose situation should call forth charity, this does not mean
that the whole community was poor. If ii. 2 ff. represents,
however exaggeratedly, a possible situation, it would seem
that they would not readily identify with someone in real
poverty. They may well have perceived the advantages of at-
tracting a wealthy patron or wealthy converts (ii. 2 f., perhaps
such might be drawn from the prosperous merchants of iv.
13); as Hermas confidently saw the mutual benefit of rich and
poor believers: the rich supplying the poor’s needs, the poor
making intercession for the rich (S7m. ii). James, however,
writes to punctuate such confidence by exposing, as he sees it,
the character of the rich at present (ii. 6, iv. 13—16) and their
future fate (i. 10f£., v. 1-3, 5).

James’s language may, then, give some indication of the
social situation or social attitudes of himself and his readers.
It is doubtful if it supplies any evidence of their geographical
situation. D. Y. Hadidian has argued that the imagery of the
epistle is at times drawn from the Palestinian scene:! thus i. 6,
i. 11, iii. 11 and v. 7, but the wording of the first three is too
imprecise to support his conclusions, while the fourth may
readily have been derived from the LXX, especially as James
is in context presenting a consciously ‘biblical’ situation. He
chooses to couch his attack on the rich in terms which are
pointedly evocative of a whole tradition of divine judgment on
injustice; the picture cannot be taken to indicate that his

' D. Y. Hadidian, ‘Palestinian Pictures in the Epistle of James’, ExT
LXIII, 195152, pp. 227-228. L. E. Elliott-Binns, Galilean Christianity,
London 1956, pp. 4552, argues for the epistle’s origin in Galilee.
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readers were an agricultural community, far less a Palestinian
agricultural community. His reference to traders (iv. 13), and
his image of the ship (iii. 4), have been taken to indicate a
seaport setting, but there is nothing to show the former as
necessarily travelling overseas, while the latter is again a
familiar image, though not this time of biblical origin.

A further attempt to place the epistle in its setting may be
made through observing affinities with other documents, and
their setting; but again precise links are difficult to establish
convincingly. Strack-Billerbeck cite numerous parallels
between James and Rabbinic literature (SB IV, pp. 751-761),
but the resemblances are of a very general kind. Similar
ethical questions are treated, and the same doctrinal prin-
ciples employed: consideration of the nature of man; the sanc-
tion of the law of the one God. The closest similarities are to
the simple maxims of the Mishnah tractate Aboth (see
parallels cited on, e.g., i. 6, i. 19), where the Rabbinic tradition
itself is seen at a primitive stage and as still broadly in the
wisdom tradition. James’s use of scripture shows no acquain-
tance with the subtlety of learned Rabbinic exegesis to es-
tablish halakah or to provide midrashic expansion of biblical
narrative. Paul shows his education in the use of scripture in
such passages as Rom. iv. 2-8; 1 Cor. x. 1-4; Matthew and
John have a knowledge which they use polemically (e.g. Matt.
xxili. 16-22; Jn vii. 22-23), but there is no comparable
evidence for such knowledge on the part of James.! Similarly,
there have inevitably been attempts to link James, like other
NT documents, with the Qumran manuscripts.? James’s
phrase ‘Father of lights’ (i. 17) is compared with the ‘Prince of
lights’ of the Manual of Discipline (1 QS iii. 20; cf. CD v. 18);

! See on ii. 25, v. 10 f., v. 17. The suggestion of M. Gertner that James can
be seen as a systematic exposition of Ps. xii. 1-5 (‘Midrashim in the New
Testament’, ¥SS 7, 1962, pp. 283—291), founders on the absence of quota-
tion of that text; there seems no reason why the author should edit out his
main text when he elsewhere relies on explicit quotation.

2 A. R. C. Leaney, 4 guide to the Scrolls, London 1958, pp. 91 fi.; T. H.
Gaster, The Scriptures of the Dead Sea Sect, London 1957, pp. 24-27; G.
R, Driver, The Fudaean Scrolls, Oxford 1965, pp. 543 f.; W. 1. Wolver-
ton, ‘The Double-Minded Man in the Light of Essene Psychology’,
Anglican Theological Review 32, 1956, pp. 166—175.
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