
Wisdom Literature 

The Letter of James  
 

Background and Overview: 

 

The Letter of James is attributed to, James, the brother of Jesus.  Like many of our epistle 

texts the exact date of its pinning is uncertain.  If this letter was indeed written by James it would 

have to be from the early to middle first century as James was martyred around 66 C.E.  The 

most recent manuscript that has been found, however, dates to around the third century.  

Regardless of the date, its thematic language, ecclesiastical (church) structure, echoes of Old 

Testament ethical teaching, and what seems to be firsthand recount of Jesus’ teaching, firmly 

place it within early first century Palestine.  

 

Like most epistle texts it begins with the standard greeting “James, a servant of God and 

of the Lord Jesus Christ…..” but is thought to be a letter only in form.  It is, however, addressed 

to the “twelve tribes in the Dispersion” which indicates its audience is focused to those 

Christians who find themselves dispersed in other regions beyond Palestine.  Scholars debate the 

letters mobility and wonder if its guidance and language around “returning to righteousness” and 

“wandering” is meant for and received by those in the small camp of James or for the larger 

church.  Regardless, its place in the canon has allowed its audience to cross region and time.  

 

The Letter of James gained its status of Wisdom Literature because of the similarities in 

moral encouragement to that of Proverbs and even Sirach.  Verse after verse one sees the author 

urge their reader to live a just life as Christ commanded.  Calling the reader to live out the Word, 

live for others, speak kindly, and to avoid judging and boasting – just to name a few examples.  

James’ moral urging and call to action, however, has not been loved by all throughout the 

centuries.  One can see a clear departure from the teaching of Paul in his letters to the early 

church.  Where Paul preaches a message of “Justification by Grace through Faith,” James 

preaches a message of “Works Righteousness.”  For this reason, Luther considered the Letter of 

James to be the “Epistle of Straw” – stating: 

 

“In a word 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 doctrine. 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, Word and Sacrament I, 362) 

 

Regardless of the letter’s status among the early church and Reformers of the mid-

century, there is still much to glean from its pages for the modern reader.  “Wisdom” indeed can 

be offered and pondered in multiple sections of this short letter.  The simple call to live justly 

with one another and a reminder of God’s guidance in life offers a hope and guidance in one’s 

journey of faith.   

 

 

 



Wisdom or Sophia in the Letter of James:  

 

Wisdom or Sophia is found in four places throughout James’ letter.  

 

Vs. 1:5: If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to all generously and 

ungrudgingly and it will be given to you.  

 

Vs. 3:13: Who is wise and understanding among you? Show by your good life that your works 

are done with gentleness born of wisdom.  

 

Vs. 3:15: Such wisdom does not come down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish.  

 

Vs. 3:17: But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of 

mercy ad good fruit, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy.  

 

Discussion: How do these four verses and the greater sections in which they are found align with 

our greater understanding of “Wisdom” literature? Do they add to or detract from that 

understanding?  

 

Wisdom as an underlying theme: 

 

Although Sophia is found in only four verses throughout the entire letter it is clear in reading 

through the text that “wisdom” can be seen as the underlying tone or theme throughout James’ 

entire letter. Having come to understand wisdom literature as that of God’s working in this world 

and guidance for God’s people in interacting with one another we see examples throughout.  

 

Vss. 1:12-15: 12 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. 13 No one, when 

tempted, should say, “I am being tempted by God”; for God cannot be tempted by evil and he 

himself tempts no one. 14 But one is tempted by one’s own desire, being lured and enticed by 

it; 15 then, when that desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin, and that sin, when it is fully 

grown, gives birth to death. 

 

Discussion: What understanding of God’s tempting and the temptations of this world can be 

gained from this passage?  Do you find the clear delineation helpful?  

 

Vss. 1:19-21: 19 You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to 

speak, slow to anger; 20 for your anger does not produce God’s righteousness. 21 Therefore rid 

yourselves of all sordidness and rank growth of wickedness, and welcome with meekness the 

implanted word that has the power to save your souls. 

 

Discussion: Hearing undertones of Proverbs and God’s wisdom being lived out – how do we 

understand the idea that “anger” does not show God’s righteousness? Are their examples that we 

can lean on to support this wisdom filled declaration?  

 



Vs. 1:27: 27 Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for 

orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world. 

 

Discussion: How do we understand faith and religion? If religion is a practice of one’s faith how 

does James’ statement summarize our call as Christians?  

 

Vss. 2:14-17: 14 What good is it, my brothers, and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not 

have works? Can faith save you? 15 If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, 16 and one 

of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their 

bodily needs, what is the good of that? 17 So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. 

 

Discussion: This statement clearly goes against our understanding of Justification by Grace 

through Faith, but how can these words still guide us on our journey of faith? Can we reflect on 

them with our Lutheran lenses?  

 

Vss. 3:5-9: 5 So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great exploits. How great a 

forest is set ablaze by a small fire! 6 And the tongue is a fire. The tongue is placed among our 

members as a world of iniquity; it stains the whole body, sets on fire the cycle of nature, and is 

itself set on fire by hell. 7 For every species of beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be 

tamed and has been tamed by the human species, 8 but no one can tame the tongue—a restless 

evil, full of deadly poison. 9 With it we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse those who 

are made in the likeness of God. 

Discussion: The power of one’s words are placed front and center within this passage. How do 

you receive the message that with the same tongue we can curse our neighbors and bless the 

Lord?   

Vss. 4:11-12: 11 Do not speak evil against one another, brothers, and sisters. Whoever speaks 

evil against another or judges another, speaks evil against the law and judges the law; but if you 

judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge. 12 There is one lawgiver and judge who 

is able to save and to destroy. So, who, then, are you to judge your neighbor? 

 

Discussion: James reminds us of the “wisdom” that God is the ultimate judge. So, if clearly our 

part in relationship with one another is not to judge then what does this letter in its entirety lift as 

our call?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


