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JAMES 1 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 James, a bond-servant of God and of the Lord Yeshua the Messiah, to the twelve 
tribes who are dispersed abroad: Greetings. 
 
1:1a The author of this epistle identifies himself as James, or “Jacob” (TLV), Iakōbos 

being a Greek equivalent of the Hebrew Ya’akov. While James the half-brother of Yeshua the 
Messiah is not stated specifically, it was on the assumption that this was the James who 
composed this material, or was its originator, that the letter has been deemed canonical.1 
There have certainly been debates as to whether or not James is a pseudepigraphal epistle, 
as adhered to by various liberals, or perhaps with the Epistle of James going through a two-
staged composition, first as a series of genuine Jamean sayings, and secondly edited later by 
a follower or admirer into the present letter. Various conservatives, although not including 
this writer, may adhere to the latter theory. Dan G. McCartney makes light of some good 
reasons as to why this letter should not, though, be accepted as a pseudegraph: 

“Were this letter pseudepigraphal, one would have expected the author to have made 
more of James’s unique relationship with Jesus, as indeed was done in certain quarters of 
the church in centuries following. However, this James identifies himself not as Jesus’s 
brother but as Jesus’s servant, thus classifying himself along with all his readers.”2 

James specifies his vocation as being a “servant” or doulos, which may also be 
translated as “slave.” Doulos is frequently used in the Septuagint to render the Hebrew eved, 
a title which itself is used for a wide number of important Tanach figures, such as Moses 
(Deuteronomy 34:5; Daniel 9:11) and King David (Jeremiah 33:21). Doulos is also a common 
title employed by figures such as Peter (2 Peter 1:1) and Paul (Romans 1:1; Galatians 1:20; 
Philippians 1:1; Titus 1:1). The position of an eved, or doulos, was one of being associated with 
a long line of leaders of the community of Israel, often with, although not always, some kind 
of important leadership or prophetic duties. 

James affirms that he is a servant “of God and of the Lord Yeshua the Messiah.” Here, 
there is a close association of the titles “God” (Theos) and “Lord” (Kurios), with the latter 
used to refer to the Messiah, although in the Septuagint the title Kurios would most often 
render the Divine Name YHWH/YHVH. It may be safely assumed that with titles used to 

 
1 Cf. McKnight, 62. 
2 McCartney, 79. 
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describe God the Father applied to Yeshua the Son, that the Divine Lordship of Yeshua is 
affirmed.3 This is perhaps something that most closely mirrors that of the Apostle Peter’s 
dynamic preaching in Acts 2:36, “Therefore let all the house of Israel know for certain that 
God has made Him both Lord and Messiah—this Yeshua whom you crucified.” 

1:1b In his greeting, James directs his epistle “To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion” 
(RSV), tais dōdeka phulais tais en tē diaspora. While no interpreter, generally on any side of 
the conservative-liberal divide, denies that there was a Jewish audience, to some degree, 
intended for the Epistle of James—there are some details regarding what “the twelve tribes” 
actually encompasses, or is intended to represent, which need not escape readers’ notice. 

There is no doubting the fact that there have been numerous Christian interpreters 
throughout history, who have viewed James’ reference to “the twelve tribes”—not as a 
reference to the Kingdom of Israel—but have instead totally allegorized it as the so-called 
“Church” being a “New Israel,” per supersessionism or replacement theology.4 On the exact 
opposite side of this, however, it has also been witnessed that James’ reference to “the 
twelve tribes” has been used, by various Christians and Messianic Jews, to claim an 
exclusively Jewish audience for the letter. This is probably a bit too convenient, especially 
given James’ own perspective on the people of God and the restored Kingdom of Israel, 
which includes those from the nations at large who recognize Israel’s Messiah (Acts 15:15-18; 
Amos 9:11-12). 

Going back at least to the time of John Calvin, the audience of v. 1 and the issue of the 
exiles from the fallen Northern Kingdom of Israel/Ephraim, taken away by Assyria, has 
been admittedly an uncomfortable topic for examiners to consider, but one which has had to 
be weighed into discussions. Calvin’s remarks on the issue are rather general: 

“When the ten tribes were led away, they were exiled by the Assyrians in various 
regions. As later empires rose and fell over the years, no doubt they wandered yet further 
afield, this way and that. Jews were dispersed over virtually the entire world. Thus all the 
number whom he could not address face to face, for the distances that lay between them, 
[James] calls up by written word.”5 

At least up until the rise of the Nineteenth Century and negative phenomenon like 
British-Israelism—the descendants of the exiles of the Northern Kingdom were believed to 
exist in pockets of people groups, here and there, within the sphere of influence of the old 
Assyrian, Babylonian, and Persian Empires. The traditional places where such people have 
been sought have been Southeast Asia, the Indian sub-continent, the Middle East, the 
Eastern Mediterranean, and into Central Africa. Various exiles in the Middle East, who had 

 
3 Motyer, pp 27-28; Moo, 49; McCartney, 78. 
4 Davids, 63; Motyer, 24; Johnson, in NIB, 12:186; N.T. Wright, The Early Christian Letters for Everyone: James, 

Peter, John, and Judah (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2011), 4. 
Cf. A. Casurella, “Israel, Twelve Tribes,” in Dictionary of the Later New Testament & Its Developments, pp 542-

544. 
5 Calvin, 261. 
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not assimilated into the local cultures, did join the wider Jewish community which had been 
exiled by Babylon, with many returning back to the Land of Israel when Babylon was 
conquered by Persia, or just staying in the Diaspora. That such people of the “twelve tribes” 
were among James’ audience, were his audience mainly in places to the immediate north of 
Israel, is certain. 

Also important to be sure, with a wider Diaspora of people from both the Northern and 
Southern Kingdoms of Israel present in the world, the terminology “twelve tribes” would 
have probably taken on a dynamic of eschatological restoration via the Messiah. Scot 
McKnight summarizes it as much: 

 
“...[T]he expression ‘twelve tribes’ could have been seen as almost per definitionem 
metaphorical: ten of those tribes have been lost since the Assyrian captivity. But it is 
not that easy: Jews with plausible connections back to the eighth-century deportation 
were present in the Diaspora in the first century, and the hope of their return was a 
routine feature of Jewish eschatology. So, since that return is expected but has not yet 
occurred in the ethnic sense, ‘twelve tribes’ must be a reference to all of Israel, and this 
expression probably also included the eschatological hope of reunion. This is how Jesus 
used ‘twelve’ (Mark 3:13-19; Matt 19:28), and for Jesus there is a reconstitution of that 
twelve-tribe group for those who follow him and his apostles. Which means, in light of 
our comments about James stemming from a messianic community shaped by a 
messianic hermeneutic, it is highly likely that he is writing to the ‘twelve tribes’ in the 
sense of those ethnic Jews who are part of the apostolically-led messianic 
community.”6 
 
McCartney similarly observes, 
 
“The ‘twelve tribes in the Diaspora’ is, of course, a reference to Israel. Although many 
Jews had some knowledge of their tribal connections (e.g., Paul the Benjamite, Symeon 
the Levite), the twelve tribes as distinct and discernible units or clans within Judaism 
were a thing of the past, especially the ‘northern’ tribes (though the Samaritans 
probably were largely derived from northern Israelites). But the OT and later Jewish 
writings sometimes speak of the twelve tribes as an aspect of the restored Israel (Ezek. 
47:13; T. Benj. 9.2)…Since early Christians (Acts 26:7), following Jesus’s lead (Matt. 
19:28), regarded the community of believers in Christ as the fulfillment of the promises 
of restoration, James does not hesitate to apply this OT designation of restored Israel 
(cf. Ezra 6:17) to his hearers.”7 
 

 
6 McKnight, pp 66-67. 
Ibid., pp 67-68 leans personally toward the community addressed being a sub-group of Jewish Believers, in 

the Diaspora, within a larger Jewish community. 
7 McCartney, 79. 
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Christian expositors, including Douglas J. Moo,8 have been correct to draw the 
attention of readers to how James’ reference to the “twelve tribes” can be representative of 
the restored Messianic Kingdom, and the prophetic fulfillment, or in-process fulfillment, of 
some key Tanach passages (i.e., Isaiah 11:11-12; Jeremiah 31:8-14; Ezekiel 37:21-22; Zechariah 
10:5-12). Their challenge has been a general failure to stay away from replacement theology. 

Non-Jewish Believers, who have no ethnic ancestry to Ancient Israel, cannot at all 
individually be regarded as part of the “twelve tribes”—although they can be regarded part 
of an enlarged Kingdom realm of Israel, noted by its restored twelve tribes, who are ethnic 
Israelites. They are a part of the Commonwealth of Israel (Ephesians 2:11-13), grafted-in by 
faith in Israel’s Messiah (Romans 11:16-17), members of the Israel of God (Galatians 6:16). 

The perspective of the Epistle of James having a principal Jewish audience—who are 
doubtlessly part of the Messianic restoration inaugurated by Yeshua—but also not excluding 
Messiah followers from the nations, is tempered by James’ words at the Jerusalem Council. 
As James the Just appealed to the restoration of David’s Tabernacle occurring (Acts 15:15-18; 
Amos 9:11-12), not only would this involve a restored twelve tribes of Israel at its center—
but it would see Israel’s Kingdom realm expand to incorporate the righteous from the 
nations. Those, especially among today’s Messianic Believers, need not be proponents of 
supersessionism to posit a mixed Jewish and non-Jewish audience for the Epistle of James, if 
“twelve tribes” eschatologically represents an in-process restored Kingdom of Israel. It is 
interesting to note how a resource like IDB indicates how James might have seen the 
salvation of his Jewish people leading to the salvation of the nations, and Paul might have 
seen it occurring opposite: 

“Perhaps James and many other Jewish Christians believed that the mission to the Jews 
would pave the way for the salvation of the Gentiles, as is suggested by Acts 15:16-18, 
quoting Amos 9:11-12 (LXX). Paul, on the other hand, believed that the salvation of the 
Gentiles would unexpectedly precede the conversion of the Jews (Rom. 10-11). It is difficult, 
however, to know James’s thought in detail...”9 

When one evaluates both the perspectives of James and Paul, that both the salvation of 
Israel proper would lead to that of the nations—and the salvation of the nations would then 
culminate in the grand salvation of Israel—are what is witnessed. 

The involvement of non-Jewish Believers being among the audience of James, in 
addition to Jewish Believers, mainly involves factoring in James’ own words at the Jerusalem 
Council (Acts 15:15-18), which would be representative of a restored Israel of twelve tribes, 
then expanding itself. Obviously, various proselytes and God-fearers were a part of the 
ancient Jewish community—especially in the Diaspora—and if any of them became 
Believers in Yeshua, then they were surely intended recipients of James’ letter. Notably, 

 
8 Moo, pp 49-50. 
9 Barnett, “James, letter of,” in IDB, 2:792. 
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however, there is nothing in James’ letter—given its widely ethical and moral appeals—
which would decisively discount Greeks and Romans from being directly intended. 

While he incorrectly sees “the Church” as a kind of “New Israel,” J.A. Motyer does take 
the audience of “twelve tribes” in an important direction, which readers should not 
overlook: 

“Better than any other description could, the twelve tribes places the [audience] firmly 
within the pressures and persecutions of this life. We can think of [the]...tribes in the storm 
and stress of Egyptian slavery (Ex. 2:23), redeemed by the blood of the lamb (Ex. 12:13), on 
pilgrimage with God through ‘the great and terrible wilderness’ (Dt. 8:15; cf. Ex. 15:22), 
battling to enter into what the Lord had promised (Jos. 1:2) and struggling ever after to live 
in holiness amid the enticements of a pagan environment. These are the experiences 
through which James would have his readers understand their pilgrim path.”10 

In order to understand many of the concepts seen in the Epistle of James, no Messianic 
Believer today can deny that some level of identification with, and/or understanding of, the 
accounts of Ancient Israel in the Tanach, is needed. Debates over ecclesiology, the study of 
God’s elect, are certainly raging at present in the broad Messianic world. For many of 
today’s Messianic Jews, identifying James’ audience of “twelve tribes” as representing a 
restored Messianic Kingdom of Israel, which would necessarily have to factor in James’ own 
words of Acts 15:15-18, is too much. For many of today’s Christians, the “twelve tribes” are 
only a metaphorical reference to the people of God, “the Church” as a “New Israel,” with God 
no longer interested in ultimate restoring ethnic Israelites or Jews to their home country in 
Eretz Yisrael. We all have to do better, and acknowledge “twelve tribes” as representing a 
restored central Israel, which will then naturally expand its borders to incorporate the 
righteous from the nations (cf. Isaiah 49:6).11 
 

 
2 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 knowing 
that the testing of your faith produces endurance. 
 
1:2 James’ first instruction to his readers is, “My brothers and sisters, whenever you 

face trials of any kind, consider it nothing but joy” (NRSV). How much of this assertion will 
set the theme for the remainder of James’ letter? Peter Davids suggests that “James is here, 
like Jesus in Matthew, instructing his readers to get the proper perspective, i.e. an 
eschatological perspective, on the situation in which they find themselves. One can easily 
picture a Sitz im Leben [Ger. ‘situation in life’]...in the early church as soon as the church 

 
10 Motyer, pp 24-25. 
11 For a further discussion, consult the author’s publication Are Non-Jewish Believers Really a Part of Israel? 

Also consult the further, useful analysis in his book Israel In Future Prophecy: Is There a Larger Restoration of the 
Kingdom to Israel? 
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began to face social, economic, or physical persecution,”12 with him then noting the 
martyrdom of Stephen (Acts 7). Moo also thinks, “By placing trials in this position of 
prominence in the letter, James suggests that the tough times the believers were facing were 
a key reason for his writing to them.”13 A connection between v. 2, and the word of Psalm 
126:5, can be detected: “Those who sow in tears shall reap with joyful shouting.” As bad as 
trials, afflictions, or tribulations can be, God usually does have an important purpose for 
them in the lives of His people (Romans 5:2-4; 1 Peter 1:5-7). Some of these things are 
doubtlessly intended to prepare Believers for what is to come in the future (5:8). 

James notes the setting: hotan peirasmois peripesēte poikilois, “when you meet various 
trials” (RSV). The verb peripiptō can mean “to encounter at hazard, fall in with, fall into” 
(BDAG),14 and is witnessed in the Apostolic Scriptures regarding a person encountering 
robbers and being beaten until almost dead (Luke 10:30), as well as a shipwreck (Acts 27:41). 
McKnight is correct to describe how “peripiptō indicates an unexpected encounter,” often 
relating “with something that puts a person to the test by taking one to the end of and 
beyond one’s means.”15 Suffice it to say, whatever the diverse difficulties were being faced 
by James’ audience, these were things not of their own making or choosing. James’ words in 
v. 2, parallel Yeshua’s words in Matthew 5:12: “Rejoice and be glad, for your reward in 
heaven is great; for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” 

In my Messianic experiences, I have seen v. 2 applied a wide variety of ways. Various 
English readers might take v. 2, “count it all joy when you fall into various trials” (NKJV), as 
being a widely passive action. There is no indication anywhere in the short statement of v. 2 
that Believers are to cause trials; they merely encounter them when life circumstances 
manifest. It is unfortunate, though, that many of the “trials” today’s Messianic Believers are 
thought to face—are in actuality self-induced trials, followed by self-victimization. This often 
comes about because of various insecurities about one’s Messianic beliefs and practices, or 
uncertainties about people both inside and outside of the Messianic community (Jewish or 
Christian). 

V. 2 cannot be used as substantiation for experiencing joy—or for an appeal for pity 
and sympathy by others—in self-caused afflictions, when people have not used wisdom (v. 
5), tact, discernment, and above all love (vs. 19-20, 25), regarding a situation. In today’s 
broad Messianic world, this often involves how we approach controversial spiritual and 
theological issues, and the temperament of various people. At present, the situations that 
Messianic Believers in the largely tolerant West face—pale in comparison to the difficulties 
encountered by the First Century Believers. 

 
12 Davids, 67. 
13 Moo, 53. 
14 Frederick William Danker, ed., et. al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early 

Christian Literature, third edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 804. 
15 McKnight, 74. 
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1:3 If James’ audience can understand the necessity of demonstrating joy in difficult 
trials, then they will be able to “know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance” 
(NIV), “steadfastness” (RSV), or “endurance” (NASU). Hupomonē is “the capacity to hold 
out or bear up in the face of difficulty, patience, endurance, fortitude, steadfastness, 
perseverance” (BDAG).16 Those who possess this great virtue guiding their lives are surely 
those who can perform God’s purposes in the Earth. 

James speaks of how “the proving of your faith worketh patience” (American Standard 
Version), to dokimion humōn tēs pisteōs katergazetai hupomonēn. It can be recognized how 
dokimion, “a test, means of testing” (LS),17 could have the image of the refiner’s fire in view, as 
dokimion is used in the Septuagint version of Proverbs 27:21: “Fire is the trial [dokimion] for 
silver and gold; and a man is tried [verb dokimazō] by the mouth of them that praise him. 
The heart of the transgressor seeks after mischiefs; but an upright heart seeks knowledge” 
(LXE). Some of this sentiment may have made its way into the Moffat New Testament 
rendering of v. 3: “the sterling temper of your faith produces endurance.” 

It cannot go unnoticed, from reading v. 3, how there is a definite emphasis on the 
“faith” (pistis) of James’ audience. Many readers and examiners of the Epistle of James do 
pay a great deal of attention to the letter’s emphasis on “works.” But let it never be said 
that James has no emphasis on faith. Those who are adequately tried by life 
circumstances, if they believe and trust in God, will have their faith in Him processed into 
something grand and mature. McCartney summarizes some of the different variables 
present, which readers of James have to all consider: 

“The term ‘faith’ is complex. In Jewish contexts it carries many of the features of the 
Hebrew word ‘ěmûnâ, which implies not just belief in something but also fidelity, 
commitment, and truth. James sometimes is considered to be a book about ‘works,’ but in 
fact James’s great concern with faith is what drives the entire book. His concern with works 
results from his concern with genuineness of faith, precisely because faith is so 
important.”18 

Because James’ audience was facing serious tests—most probably because of their 
belief in Yeshua—they were to be joyful through those tests, because the tests will prove to 
be the making of them. 
 

 
4 And let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be perfect and 
complete, lacking in nothing. 
 
1:4 While the term hupomonē might be rendered with some variance among English 

translations, James’ intention in v. 4 is largely not complicated for English readers to 

 
16 BDAG, 1039. 
17 H.G. Liddell and R. Scott, An Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 208. 
18 McCartney, 86. 
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comprehend: “let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect [mature, NRSV] 
and complete, lacking in nothing” (ESV). As the faith of Messiah followers is tested, the 
perseverance, or endurance that will come, will experience ergon teleion, its “perfect work” 
(KJV). The NLT paraphrases v. 4a with, “your endurance is fully developed.” 

This is the first instance in James’ writing where he uses the word teleios, which has an 
important background, largely via the Septuagint. It is widely recognized how behind much 
of the application of teleios sits the Hebrew word tamim.19 It is used to speak of the 
blamelessness of people like Noah (Genesis 6:9), as well as the high quality of various 
animals intended for sacrifice (Exodus 12:5; Leviticus 1:10; 3:6; et. al.). While often 
associated with “perfection,” the concept of teleios is more readily associated with 
completion and maturity of an individual, as some of the main definitions provided by BDAG 
indicate: “pert. to meeting the highest standard,” “pert. to being mature, full-grown, 
mature, adult,” “pert. to being fully developed in a moral sense.”20 And, the tenor of 
James’ communication in vs. 3-4 is that such completion/maturity/perfection is not 
something attained by a man or woman all at once. Motyer concludes, “Without losing sight 
of the ultimate aim, here is our present target: maturity of personality—and to this, just as 
to the heavenly fulfillment, the path is the same, namely, testings, endurance and 
perseverance.”21 

Not to be ignored is how the Greek term teleios did have some importance in classicism. 
“In philosophy téleios carries the sense of full humanity with an orientation to what is 
worthwhile and ethically good. In Plato this entails the attainment of insight by recollection 
and the resultant achievement of true being. Whereas the perfection of the cosmos is its 
completeness, the téleion in the ethical sphere is intrinsic goodness or the absolute good...In 
Aristotle perfection is present with right ethical choice, i.e., with the choice for its own sake 
of the good in an absolute sense” (TDNT).22 While James would probably have been more 
interested in concepts of teleios associated with the Hebrew tamim—and how a verse like 
Deuteronomy 18:13 commands, “You shall be blameless [Heb MT: tamim; Grk. LXX: teleios] 
before the LORD your God”—one cannot totally discount some of the classical views of teleios 
being present among his audience, which represent some degree of high excellence to be 
present in people. 

Of all the sentiments to be considered, regarding teleios or tamim, is how Yeshua 
Himself instructed, “Therefore you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is 
perfect” (Matthew 5:48). This is a completion/maturity/perfection that can only come 
about by people submitting themselves to the will of God, and His perfect character. The 
importance of perfection, for those who are in Yeshua, is something that the Apostle Paul 
considered rather important (Philippians 3:15; Colossians 4:12). He especially instructed in 1 

 
19 Davids, pp 69-70. 
20 BDAG, pp 995-996. 
21 Motyer, 33. 
22 Delling, “téleios,” in TDNT, 1164. 
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Corinthians 14:20, “Brethren, do not be children in your thinking; yet in evil be infants, but 
in your thinking be mature [teleios].” 

Not only is hupomonē/endurance/steadfastness supposed to produce 
teleios/completion/maturity/perfection in people; it is also to produce a state of 
completeness. Holoklēros means, “complete in all parts, entire, perfect” (LS),23 a fuller 
definition “being complete and meeting all expectations, with integrity, whole, 
complete, undamaged, intact, blameless” (BDAG).24 Those who are able to demonstrate 
patient endurance via the power of the Lord, will not only be mature, but they will be 
“complete [and] lacking in nothing.” This can, at times, pertain to physical health, as in Acts 
3:16 the related term holoklēria is used to describe “this man whom you see and know; and 
the faith which comes through Him has given him this perfect [holoklēria] health in the 
presence of you all.” More importantly, holoklēros pertains to a level of sustenance where all 
aspects of the human person are affected, the type that is seen in 1 Thessalonians 5:23: “Now 
may the God of peace Himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body 
be preserved complete [holoklēros], without blame at the coming of our Lord Yeshua the 
Messiah.” 

James would certainly have wanted his ancient audience, and all Messiah followers, to 
take his words of being “mature and complete” (NIV) seriously, and see people motivated to 
action. But how this involves trial (v. 3), as well as how it is to be actually implemented, has 
understandably provoked some deep responses. Ralph P. Martin, in particular, offers some 
thoughts that need to be considered: 

 
“Three ideas are to be seen in the use of [teleios] in our verse: (1) it is primarily a 
statement about a person’s character, not simply a record of his or her overt acts...(2) 
the achieving of a ‘perfect work’ of moral character is not simply a human endeavor 
writ large as in the Stoic ideal...but is modeled on the divine pattern which sets the 
standard and inspires the believer, as the subsequent verses will illustrate (1:5, 17-
18)...(3) ‘the “perfection” of James is eschatological’...that is, it looks ahead to its fullest 
maturity at the end time when God’s purposes have been achieved. Until then, the 
believer has to endure trials en route to the goal and to strive to attain the fulfillment 
of God’s plan, not excusing himself or permitting any failure to block the way 
thereto.”25 
 
It should not be difficult for any of us to consider that the teleios/perfection being 

described in v. 4, is something that is lifelong, and will not reach its climax, until Earthly life 
is relatively over for the individual. What is a bit difficult, perhaps, are Martin’s 
interjections that the teleios/perfection James wanted to see manifested among God’s people, 
would not be totally present until the end-times and consummation of the age. Obviously in 

 
23 LS, 552. 
24 BDAG, 703. 
25 Martin, 17. 
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the Twenty-First Century, we are much closer to the Messiah’s return than James’ original 
audience was. And, for those of us in the emerging Messianic movement, we believe that 
our very presence on the scene of history is something prophetic and most significant. What 
aspects of the teleios/completion/maturity/perfection—either elaborated on by James or 
others in the Scriptures—do we need to seriously see integrated into our distinct Messianic 
spirituality and worldview? McKnight, focusing on the place of James’ original First Century 
audience, observes, 

“For James...we may safely conclude that he believes the messianic Jewish community 
is to strive for a level of morality (character and behavior) where particular forms of sin are 
not manifested and that this morality derives from a perfect God, who gives perfect gifts, 
not least of which is new birth (1:18), and from a royal, perfect Torah, so that the messianic 
community can be noted for its Torah observance.”26 

The aspects of Torah observance in view here are not necessarily keeping the Sabbath 
or eating kosher (as important as they are)—but will instead specifically pertain to 
attitudes, ethics, and things such as conflict resolution. When any of us face trials (v. 3), we 
are to learn things that enable us to mature in our faith, and consequently provide us the 
means to demonstrate good works. Today’s Messianic community, compared to other 
religious movements, is still very much in the early days of its development. People across 
the Messianic spectrum have made many mistakes in such early days. Yet, it is not at all too 
late for us to learn from those mistakes, and be committed to a better course of perfection 
and wholeness. Even if the Second Coming is probably some time away, texts like the Epistle 
of James should still be molding and shaping our thoughts, ideas, and ideology (both 
corporate and individual)—as we steadily approach the ultimate, eschatological perfection 
God intends. 
 

 
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. 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. 
 
1:5 Requesting wisdom of God is one of the most important things that any one of His 

people can do. James directs his audience, “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, 
who gives to all liberally and without reproach, and it will be given to him” (NKJV). Wisdom 
as a concept (Heb. chokmah; Grk. sophia) is something which features prominently in the 
Book of Proverbs (i.e., 1:1-7; 2:6-8, 10-15; 4:5-9). Proverbs 9:10 is likely one of the most 
important verses in the Tanach about wisdom: “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of 
wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.” More immediate to what 
James has just stated, in vs. 3-4 about trials and perfection, are some sentiments expressed 

 
26 McKnight, 82. 
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in the Apocrypha. Sirach 4:17 indicates how wisdom is needed in order to endure trials,27 
and Wisdom 9:6 expresses how wisdom is needed for genuine perfection.28 Given the 
plentitude of possible connections and associations that can be made, N.T. Wright’s 
conclusions, on the composition of James most closely mirroring the Wisdom literature of 
the Tanach, are widely accurate: 

“James is the most obvious representative in the New Testament of what in the ancient 
Israelite scriptures (the Old Testament) we think of as ‘wisdom literature’: the sifted, tested 
and collected wisdom of those who learned to trust God for everything and to discover how 
that trust would work out in every aspect of daily life. How should I cope with this situation, 
with that tricky moment? You need wisdom—and you should ask for it.”29 

In terms of actually implementing what James communicates in his epistle, Davids 
makes the point, “in the NT wisdom is closely associated with understanding the divine plan 
and responding to it...Wisdom...is the possession of the believer given by the Spirit that 
enables him to see history from the divine perspective.”30 While much of James’ letter will 
focus on daily themes of a Believer’s life, there is no doubting the fact that daily occurrences 
have to be enjoined by a comprehension of the greater plan of God—a plan that can only be 
understood if a person petitions Him for His wisdom. James says that God will provide 
wisdom to those who ask rather generously. Yeshua Himself said in Matthew 7:7, “Ask, and 
it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you.” The 
manifestation of wisdom, in the spiritual experiences of the Messiah’s followers, is to serve 
as evidence of their maturity in Him, as indicated by Paul: 

 
“[A]nd my message and my preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in 
demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith would not rest on the 
wisdom of men, but on the power of God. Yet we do speak wisdom among those who 
are mature; a wisdom, however, not of this age nor of the rulers of this age, who are 
passing away” (1 Corinthians 2:4-6). 
 
“We proclaim Him, admonishing every man and teaching every man with all wisdom, 
so that we may present every man complete in Messiah” (Colossians 1:28). 
 
1:6 The importance of asking God for wisdom, without doubt, is expressed by James: 

“let him ask in faith without doubting. For the doubter is like the surging sea, driven and 
tossed by the wind” (HCSB). While simply reading this straight through James’ epistle, 
would surely emphasize how a person who doubts is compared to a rough sea or ocean 

 
27 “For at first she will walk with him on tortuous paths, she will bring fear and cowardice upon him, and 

will torment him by her discipline until she trusts him, and she will test him with her ordinances” (Sirach 4:17). 
28 “[F]or even if one is perfect among the sons of men, yet without the wisdom that comes from thee he will 

be regarded as nothing” (Wisdom 9:6). 
29 Wright, 5. 
30 Davids, 72. 



JAMES FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 44 - 

current, when this is decompressed just a bit, we should be able to appreciate how 
important it is for Messiah followers not to doubt. Isaiah 57:20-21 can be immediately 
considered: “‘But the wicked are like the tossing sea, for it cannot be quiet, and its waters 
toss up refuse and mud. There is no peace,’ says my God, ‘for the wicked.’” There are also 
some related statements in ancient Jewish literature, and elsewhere in the New Testament. 

Sirach 33:1-2, in the Apocrypha, expresses how a person who is hypocritical is like a 
boat tossed around in a storm: “No evil will befall the man who fears the Lord, but in trial he 
will deliver him again and again. A wise man will not hate the law, but he who is 
hypocritical about it is like a boat in a storm.” Philo allegorized the Israelites’ entry into 
Canaan, and described an unstable scene as people being tossed about by the surf: 

“[N]ow the most suitable time is when God shall lead thee into fluctuating reason, that 
is to say, into the land of the Canaanites, not in any chance manner, but in the manner in 
which he himself swore that he would; not in order that being tossed about hither and 
thither in the surf and tempest and heavy waves, you may be deprived of all rest or stability, 
but that having escaped from such agitation you may enjoy fine weather and a calm, and 
reaching virtue as a place of refuge, or port, or harbor of safety for ships, may lie in safety 
and steadiness” (The Sacrifices of Abel and Cain 90).31 

V. 6 can be said to definitely parallel Paul’s word of Ephesians 4:14, where “we are no 
longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves and carried about by every wind of 
doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming.” Evil people are 
asserted by Jude 13 to be “wild waves of the sea, casting up their own shame like foam.” 
Some have tried to even compare the imagery of the ocean waves in v. 6, with the lack of 
faith demonstrated by Peter on the Sea of Galilee (Matthew 14:28-32), but this has been 
disputed. 

Martin observes how for v. 6, “The point to be reinforced is that the doubter is as 
insecure and unsteady as a boat rocked in turbulent seas. The allusion draws on a familiar 
theme in Jewish literature, denoting the wicked or heretical or hypocritical people as those 
who are at the mercy of an unruly ocean.”32 Being the Almighty Creator of the universe, God 
certainly does not lack wisdom, and all His people have to do is ask for it. But this wisdom 
must be asked for with the proper attitude and motivations, “ungrudgingly” (NRSV). Those 
who do so with doubt are like a violent sea which can be cast aside to and fro. Moo’s 
conclusion is that “The picture here is not of a wave mounting in height and crashing to 
shore, but of the swell of the sea, never having the same texture and shape from moment to 
moment, but always changing with the variations in wind direction and strength.”33 So too 
are limited mortals, who ask God for wisdom, but do not have the confidence that they need, 

 
31 Philo Judeaus: The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, trans. C.D. Yonge (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 1993), 105. 
32 Martin, 19. 
33 Moo, 61. 
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either in Him or in His plans for the world. If they were to acquire any degree of wisdom, 
these would be the people who would abuse it for their own ends. 
 

 
7 For that man ought not to expect that he will receive anything from the Lord, 8 
being a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways. 
 
1:7-8 James says that the person who doubts, “must not suppose that he will receive 

anything from the Lord” (v. 7, ESV). Those who are unstable “waver back and forth in 
everything they do” (v. 8, NLT). The person who doubts is asserted by James to be “double-
minded” or “two-souled” (YLT). Dipsuchos “pert. to being uncertain about the truth of 
someth., doubting, hesitating” (BDAG).34 The Phillips New Testament represents it as “a 
man of divided loyalty.” Davids describes how “The term [dipsuchos], which does not appear 
in Greek literature earlier than James, has its background in Jewish theology. In the OT one 
finds that the person is to love God with an undivided heart, a perfect or whole heart (Dt. 
6:5; 18:3).”35 1 Chronicles 12:33 references soldiers from Zebulun, serving in David’s army, 
“who could draw up in battle formation with all kinds of weapons of war and helped David 
with an undivided heart [b’lo-lev v’lev].” Contrary to this is how Psalm 12:2 references evil 
people, “With flattering lips and with a double heart they speak.” 

Anyone who is “double-minded” or “two-souled” is divided in his or her devotion to 
God. One should consider how Deuteronomy 26:16 directs, “This day the LORD your God 
commands you to do these statutes and ordinances. You shall therefore be careful to do 
them with all your heart and with all your soul.” The Lord expected the Ancient Israelites 
not to waver in their dedication to Him, and to devote their entire beings to Him. When a 
person is double-minded, he or she will think and act from both a godly and a worldly 
perspective. This can manifest itself by people speaking out of both sides of their mouth, as it 
were, saying one thing and doing another—or saying one thing to one person, and 
something totally different to another person. No one who claims to follow the ways of God 
needs to find themselves serving the will of God on one hand, but following their own will 
on another. 

Messiah followers are not to be changing their ways left and right, but demonstrate 
consistency in their approach to God and in obedience to Him. Believers should be on a 
single road, and that road should be the road of eternal life. Yeshua Himself said, “Enter 
through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to destruction, 
and there are many who enter through it” (Matthew 7:13). Sadly, too many people, who 
think they are serving God, do frequently find themselves deviating between the road to life 
and the road to death—and do not even realize it. 

 
34 BDAG, 253. 
35 Davids, 74. 
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As many can testify from events in our still-developing and maturing Messianic 
community over the past two to three decades, there has been a documentable phenomenon 
of large ministries of note flip-flopping on some major theological issues—and/or having 
leaders who themselves are unsure about major theological issues, which in some cases 
relate to salvation. This is hardly fine-tuning one’s perspective on issues, and being able to better 
or more fully explain oneself. Various teachers and leaders you will encounter in the 
Messianic movement are caught in the trap of being double-minded. Where we should see 
spiritual stability and people being edified to the betterment of their relationship with God, 
we can sometimes see leaders who pander to the crowd, or to other leaders. Their 
motivation is not to give the people the solid teaching and instruction that they need in 
God’s Word, but rather to impress others with their so-called “nuggets of insight” (which 
often have no spiritual or intellectual value whatsoever), or even to service a market to sell 
their wares. The result is that there is no consistent teaching or theology or spirituality. This 
is something that Messianic people need to get beyond, but given the fact that there will be 
false teachings in the Last Days (1 Timothy 4:1-2), it seems unlikely that this problem will 
entirely go away.36 
 

 
9 But the brother of humble circumstances is to glory in his high position; 10 and 
the rich man is to glory in his humiliation, because like flowering grass he will 
pass away. 11 For the sun rises 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. 
 
1:9 James’ words in vs. 9-11 are debated by some readers and interpreters, as the 

circumstances of the one who is humble, the one who is rich, and what will happen to those 
who fail to follow the will of God are considered. There are many, many passages in the 
Tanach which speak against oppression of the poor (i.e., Amos 2:7; 8:6), so it is not 
surprising how in this early point of the epistle, a commentator like Ben Witherington III 
thinks, “James sounds much like an Old Testament prophet, excoriating the ‘fatted calves’ 
who are among and associate with and claim allegiance to Israel and its God....James 
is...mainly speaking about and to those wealthy ones who claim faith but do not live out its 
implications.”37 

James begins this segment with the assertion, “Believers in humble circumstances 
ought to take pride in their high position” (TNIV). The verb kauchaomai more readily means 
“to boast or vaunt oneself” (LS),38 with the RSV/NRSV/ESV renderings all having “boast.” The 

 
36 For a further review, consult the author’s book Confronting Critical Issues: An Analysis of Subjects that 

Affects the Growth and Stability of the Emerging Messianic Movement. 
37 Witherington, 430. 
38 LS, 424. 
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Kingdom New Testament has a unique presentation of v. 9: “Brothers and sisters who find 
themselves impoverished should celebrate the fact that they have risen to this height.” 
Given James’ high reliance on the Tanach, it would seem that the sort of boasting he has in 
view for poor people is one which is surely rooted in the fact that these people are high in 
faith and in the Lord. As Jeremiah 9:23-24 says, 

“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.” 

A major element in James’ audience was poor, and was subject to some oppression by 
the rich. The height of the poor is found in their trusting God, possession of His wisdom, and in 
their spiritual course of maturity. In contrast to this, the lowness of the rich is self-evident (vs. 
10-11). Davids describes how for the poor person, “This [Believer] must overlook the present 
circumstances in which it is the rich who boast...and see life from an eschatological 
perspective in which the one who really has the exalted position and who is really rich is the 
[Believer], the poor person.”39 Suffice it to say, even with some First Century circumstances 
for James’ audience likely in view, that people who are rich have a difficult time in matters 
of faith, is something which is generally universal to those trying—in some cases quite 
poorly—to serve God. 

1:10 The NASU rendering of v. 10 has notably added some words, “the rich man is to 
glory in his humiliation,” with the source text having ho de plousios en tē papeinōsei autou, 
“and~the rich one in the humiliation of him” (Brown and Comfort).40 The RSV/ESV simply 
has, “and the rich in his humiliation,” and the NRSV with, “and the rich in being brought 
low.” The addition of “is to glory,” on the part of the rich, can be contested. What cannot be 
contested, though, is how “like the flowering grass he will pass away.” Yet what is also 
contested, is how not all interpreters are agreed if the rich person described in v. 10 is an 
actual Believer or a pretending Believer.41 

Biblically speaking, wealth is meaningless in view of human death (Job 15:29-30; 
Matthew 6:19-21; 19:21), and wealth is frequently a cause for moral corruption (1 Timothy 
6:9). As Sirach 10:22 explains, both rich and poor equally are to seek after God: “The rich, 
and the eminent, and the poor—their glory is the fear of the Lord.” Paul directed Timothy, 
“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” (1 
Timothy 6:17). 

 
39 Davids, 76. 
40 Robert K. Brown and Philip W. Comfort, trans., The New Greek-English Interlinear New Testament (Carol 

Stream, IL: Tyndale House, 1990), pp 795-796. 
41 Davids, pp 76-77; Martin pp 25-26; Moo, 68. 
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James says in v. 10, “like flowering grass [the rich] will pass away.” This description 
and its language are derived from the Tanach. The following are some passages to consider, 
where this terminology appears: 

 
“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” (Isaiah 40:6-8). 
 
“You turn man back into dust and say, ‘Return, O children of men.’ For a thousand 
years in Your sight are like yesterday when it passes by, or as a watch in the night. You 
have swept them away like a flood, they fall asleep; in the morning they are like grass 
which sprouts anew. In the morning it flourishes and sprouts anew; toward evening it 
fades and withers away” (Psalm 90:3-6). 
 
“As for man, his days are like grass; as a flower of the field, so he flourishes. When the 
wind has passed over it, it is no more, and its place acknowledges it no longer” (Psalm 
103:15-16). 
 
Those who rely on their wealth, or themselves, are going to wither away like grass or 

flowers. One gets the impression in v. 10 that it is not the wealth which is transitory, even 
though that will be seen further on (5:2-3); it is the wealthy people who are transitory! 
Connecting this to James’ previous comments about people being double-minded (v. 8), 
Yeshua says that “No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the 
other, or he will be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth” 
(Matthew 6:24). It is extremely difficult for those who put their trust in their wealth to 
enter into the Kingdom. In fact, one of the Messiah’s most difficult words was, “it is easier 
for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of 
God” (Matthew 19:24). This is impossible in and of itself—and that is how difficult it often is 
for rich people, who have physical means, to be humbled enough to come to saving faith. 

Those of “humble circumstances” (v. 9), because they lack great financial means, are to 
rejoice because through their faith and service to the Lord, their wealth is being stored up in 
Heaven. Yeshua promises, “store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth 
nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or steal; for where your treasure is, 
there your heart will be also” (Matthew 6:20-21). When James says “Let the lowly brother 
boast in his exaltation” (v. 9, RSV), the boasting is to be in the temporal nature of a low 
estate, because the poor person will be exalted in Heaven. Proverbs 13:7 is quite keen to 
explain, “There is one who pretends to be rich, but has nothing; another pretends to be poor, 
but has great wealth.” James is no doubt relying on his readers’ knowledge of the Tanach 
and Yeshua’s teachings to focus on an important point: those who are poor are free to be 
spiritually wealthy. Those who store up things only for themselves and do not serve the 
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Lord, sadly may find themselves judged by Him. James warns against this in his letter. 
Yeshua likewise issues some stern words to the wealthy, teaching, 

“But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your soul is required of you; and now 
who will own what you have prepared?’ So is the man who stores up treasure for himself, 
and is not rich toward God” (Luke 12:20-21). 

Did Yeshua or James decisively speak against having wealth? No. They did not teach 
that having wealth is something that is always bad. Money as a tool can be used to benefit 
others—and there are those who are called by God to go make money, and use it for the 
benefit of the Body of Messiah. Paul said of the rich in 1 Timothy 6:18, “Instruct them to do 
good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share.” But equally so, for those 
who improperly use or approach their possession of money, it can take them away from 
God. And more often then not, wealth takes people away from God. 

1:11 James says this about the rich people, who are actually to be regarded as low (v. 10): 
“up comes the sun with the scorching wind and withers the grass, its flower drops off, and 
the splendour of it is ruined: so shall the rich fade away amid their pursuits” (Moffat New 
Testament). Even though such people on the outside may look beautiful or attractive, they 
are judged—the same way as elements such as the sun and wind damage the common grass, 
“even while [the rich person] goes about his business” (NIV). Unless repentant, it is assured 
that just as the sun rises and wind blows, that those wealthy in v. 11 will meet 
condemnation. While it is debated as to whether or not the wealthy person is an immature 
Believer, v. 11 does not give an indication that the rich in view are genuinely saved, but 
instead are pretenders to Messiah faith. 
 

 
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. 
 
1:12 James tells his audience, “Blessed is anyone who endures temptation. Such a one 

has stood the test and will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who 
love him” (NRSV). Related to the noun hupomonē (vs. 3, 4), the verb hupomenō is defined by 
BDAG to mean, “to maintain a belief or course of action in the face of opposition, stand 
one’s ground, hold out, endure.”42 While the difficulties faced by the poor in James’ 
audience would challenge their faith, we do not really get the impression that they will be 
challenged to the point of denying their belief in Yeshua, as much as having to endure 
through difficult circumstances and demonstrate proper character throughout them. 

The theme of receiving a crown at the consummation of the age, when the Messianic 
Kingdom is inaugurated, is one seen throughout the Apostolic Scriptures (1 Corinthians 
9:25; 2 Timothy 2:5; 4:8; 1 Peter 5:4; cf. Wisdom 5:15-16). One admonition, that of Yeshua the 
Messiah, could be considered in relation to v. 12: ”Be faithful until death, and I will give you 

 
42 BDAG, 1039. 
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