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             Notes on James 
 

DATE OF WRITING: 46-49 A.D. (sometime prior to the Jerusalem Council 

in Acts 15) (Hiebert, 39-41) 

 

 1:1 James, a bond-servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, 

to the twelve tribes who are dispersed abroad: Greetings. 

 

 James follows the customary practice of his day by beginning his 

letter with the name of the author, the recipients, and a greeting (Doerksen.  

12). 

 

 “James” was a Hellenized form of the name Jacob. In the Septuagint 

(the Greek translation of the OT) the name was always transliterated as 

Iakob ( VIakw.b), which is the form used throughout the NT when referring to 

the patriarch Jacob. However, whenever a contemporary individual in the NT 

had this name it was written in the Hellenized form Iakobos (VIakw,boj). (for 

the history of how the word became “James” in English, see Hiebert, 58) 

 

 James was the half brother of Christ (and brother of Jude, Mk. 6:3) 

and a predominate leader of the mostly Jewish church in Jerusalem (Acts 

12:17; 15:12-29; 21:18-25; Gal. 6:9 Hiebert, 26-36). The brothers of Christ 

were not known as apostles and so they did not refer to themselves as such. 

James had rejected Christ during His earthly ministry (Matt. 12:46-50; Mk. 

3:21 [NIV]; Jn. 7:2-8) but was converted after the resurrection (I Cor. 15:7; 

Acts 1:14; Gal. 2:6-9). From that time on, though others referred to him as 

“the Lord’s brother” (Gal. 1:19) he saw himself in terms of his spiritual 

relationship to Christ, not his human one, and so referred to himself as a 

servant of Christ. Such a modest self-designation does little to distinguish 

him from other “servants of Christ,” however, it also implies that he was 

already so well known nothing more was needed to know who was writing the 

epistle.  

 

 Unlike most English translations, the designation “servant” appears at 

the end of the sentence, placing it in a prominent position in Greek.  The 

literal wording is “James, of God and of [the] Lord Jesus Christ, a servant 

(VIa,kwboj qeou/ kai. kuri,ou VIhsou/ Cristou/ dou/loj).” A slave was the 
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property of his master.  Among the Greeks, slavery had very negative 

connotations as it does among Americans. Yet it was in the slave-Master 

relationship that James took his greatest pride. “It [i.e. the term slave] 

aptly set forth the Christian consciousness that believers are totally 

dependant upon God, belong wholly to Him, and are convinced that His will is 

the only true rule for all His people. Because believers voluntarily and 

joyously accepted this relationship, the term was commonly used in the NT 

of the believer’s relation to God without any implication of involuntary 

servitude.” (Hiebert 60) (see Appendix 2 for notes on servanthood). 

 

 The wording “James, of God and of [the] Lord Jesus Christ” is unique 

in the NT. James served two Masters; the God of His fathers and the Lord 

Jesus. In the human realm it is impossible to serve two masters, but James 

(a strong monotheist – 2:19) saw a unity between the Father and the Son 

(Jn. 10:30; Jn. 5:17; 9:4; 17:4). The bracketing of God and Jesus in the same 

category is impressive and has far reaching theological significance. “Christ 

stands on the Divine side of reality, over against the men who are His 

servants” (Ross, 26 n. 1; also Kent, 34). James thus reminds his Jewish 

readers that Jesus and God are to be treated alike. James not only had 

changed in his personal relationship to Christ (from brother to servant) but 

now in his theological comprehension of who Jesus was. 

 

 The three titles he gives to Jesus clarify who James believed Jesus 

was.  

 

“Jesus” was a common name in Bible times (Col. 4:11) and was the 

Greek equivalent of the Hebrew “Joshua” (cf. Acts 7:45; Heb. 4:8). In its 

long form, Joshua (Exo. 24:13 – [;vuAhy) means “Yahweh is salvation” and in its 

short form (Neh. 7:7 - [;WvyE) it means “Yahweh saves.” “Jesus” was the human 

name given to Messiah prior to His birth (Matt. 1:21). Though there are a 

number of Joshuas in the OT, two are types of Christ: Joshua the successor 

of Moses who led people into the promised land (cf. Heb 3-4), and Joshua 

the high priest, the contemporary to Zerubbabel (Ezra 2:2; 3:2-9; Neh. 7:7), 

the “Branch” who builds the temple of the Lord (Zech. 6:11-13). But when the 

angel announces what the child of Mary would be called, he associates Him 

with Psalm 130:8 “It is He (Yahweh) who will redeem Israel from all its 

iniquities.” (Matt. 1:16, 18, 21) (Carson, Matthew, 76). Others who bore the 
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same name testified of Yahweh’s salvation, Jesus was His salvation (Matt. 

1:21).  

 

“Christ” is roughly the Greek equivalent for the Hebrew “Messiah” or 

“the anointed one.” In the OT, people were anointed with oil as a sign of 

consecration for a special function. But already in I Samuel 2:10 “Messiah” 

parallels “King” – “The LORD will judge the ends of the earth; he will give 

strength to his king, and exalt the power of his anointed." With the rising 

number of prophecies concerning the specific individual in King David’s line, 

(II Sam. 7:12-16; Ps. 2:2; 105:15), “Messiah” or “Christ” became the title of 

the promised person who would bring in the Kingdom of God and rule over 

the earth. (Carson, Matthew, 61). 

 

Although, strictly speaking, “Christ” is a title, it began to be used as a 

name by the early church who often referred to Jesus as “Jesus Christ,” 

“Christ Jesus,” or simply “Christ.” However, even then, it is doubtful that its 

original meaning ever completely disappeared (Carson, Matthew, 61-62). 

 

 “Lord” meant “Master”, but also to Jewish minds it carried idea of 

deity and translated the word YHWH which was the name that God used of 

Himself in the OT and stressed His covenant relationship with His people. 

 

 The letter is addressed to “the twelve tribes who are dispersed 

abroad.” “Twelve tribes” was an expression that related to the Jewish nation 

(Matt. 19:28; Acts 26:7). Though precise genealogies had been long lost 

when James wrote, most Jews could establish which tribe they were from 

(Matt. 1:1-16; Phil. 3:5). The twelve tribes were collectively the people of 

promise and though the nation was divided in the times of Jeroboam and 

Rehoboam, the prophets had predicted that they would be united again 

under Messiah’s rule (Isa. 11:11-13; Jer. 3:18; 50:4; Ezek. 37:15-23).  

 

 The Jews James is targeting are those of the Diaspora. “Diaspora” in 

Greek is composed of the preposition dia (dia,) which means “through” and 

spora, (spo,ra) meaning “a sowing.” Literally, it is “a sowing through” and was 

a technical term used of the Jews who were scattered among the Gentiles 

outside of the land of Israel.  The word is used two other places in the NT 

(Jn. 7:35 in a literal sense, and I Pet 1:1 in a figurative sense; in the LXX 

Deut. 28:25; 30:4; Jer. 41:17).  It is not known if James is writing to all the 
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Jews in the Diaspora or a particular group among them. Since he addresses 

specific issues in his letter, the latter seems more probable. 

  
TRUE FAITH IS SEEN IN ITS RESPONSE TO TRIALS 
 

 Following his brief salutation James immediately dives into the 

subject of trials.  

 

 He makes four main points in verses 1-12 that give reasons why 

we should rejoice in the midst of trials:  

 

 (1) trials develop maturity (1:2-4),  

 (2) trials drive us to God (1:5-8);  

 (3) trials force us to evaluate life properly (1:9-11), and  

 (4) endurance through trials brings the crown of life (1:12). 

 

1. trials develop maturity 
 

 James’ mention of faith in his opening sentence makes it clear that he 

views faith as the driving force of the Christian life.  His concern 

throughout the epistle is “to impress on his readers the fact that 

Christianity is not a faith merely, but through the power of faith, a life.” 

(Johnstone, 71). True faith is living, and that which is alive proves its life by 

what it does.  

 

 The reality of faith is seen in its reaction to adversity. Faith is such a 

vital matter to the children of God that it needs to be put to the test, first 

to prove that it is genuine, and then to purge and strengthen it (Mauro, 31).  

 

 “Trials” in verse 2 translates the Greek peirasmoi (peirasmo,i) and 

indicates a test with an end in mind of discovering the nature or quality of 

the thing being tested. The test may be done with either good or bad 

intentions.  That is, a test can be given to draw good qualities out into the 

open, or it can be given to cause the thing tested to fail.  We call the latter 

a temptation. James deals with both aspects of the word. In verses 2-12 he 

deals with nature of external trials and our response to them. In verses 13-

18 he deals with tests that solicit us to do evil (Burdick, 168). 
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 In actual experience a person may experience both testing and 

temptation at the same time. The same incident can either strengthen faith 

or cause a person to stumble. The believer will either grow in Christ-likeness 

or become embittered, rebellious, and hardhearted.  

 

 1:2 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various 

trials, 

  

 James begins by commanding an attitude of joy when trials strike. The 

verb “consider” calls for mental evaluation. Verses 3 and 4 tell us what to 

consider. We are to use our mind to think through and carefully assess the 

trial if we are to see that it is a ground for “all joy.” The use of “all” carries 

the idea of “unmixed” or “pure” (Doerksen, 15, Phil. 2:29; I Tim. 2:2; Tit. 

2:10; 3:2; I Pet. 2:18). The trials are mixed, but the joy is consistently pure.  

 

 The attitude of joy is to be displayed “when you encounter various 

trials.” [Note: Peirasmoi (Peirasmo,i) is used again but cannot mean 

“temptation”, since solicitation to do evil is not a ground to rejoice (cf. I Pet. 

1:6).] 

 

 Many commentators have noted that since James says that we “fall 

into” trials, he is addressing the griefs, annoyances, pressures, and 

afflictions that come from the daily affairs of life and assault us from the 

outside. The verb “fall into” (peripipto - peripi,ptw) is only used two other 

places in the NT. In Luke 10:30 it is used of a man who “fell” victim to 

thieves and in Acts 27:41 of a boat “running into” a reef. Like a boat that 

unexpectedly hits a reef, or a man who is overpowered by thieves on the 

road, we “fall into” trials without warning. One moment everything seems 

fine, the next we find ourselves surrounded with difficulties. Peter tells us, 

“do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among you, which comes upon you for 

your testing, as though some strange thing were happening to you” (I Pet. 

4:12). Trials are to be expected, but they cannot be planned for. 

 

 “Various” describes the diversity of forms that trials take. The 

original meaning of various was “many colored or variegated. It was used of 

colorful stones or fabric that was woven with many colors in it” (cf. Gen. 

37:3 LXX for Joseph’s many colored tunic). In Matthew 4:24 “various” 

refers to the many different types of afflictions that people had when they 
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came to Jesus.  It says “The news about Him (Jesus) spread throughout all 

Syria; and they brought to Him all who were ill, those suffering with various 

diseases and pains, demoniacs, epileptics, paralytics; and He healed them.”  

“Trials have many aspects and may change their appearance from day to day. 

The same thing can be said about the grace of God and the wisdom of God to 

which the same adjective is applied (I Pet. 4:10, Eph. 3:10)” (Ross, 26, n. 3).  

 

 Even though outwardly no two trials look alike they are all of the same 

species (they are trials) and James can therefore command us to respond to 

a diversity of trials in the same way. We are to consider them “joy.” To 

consider a trial “joy” does not mean that we are commanded to enjoy them.  

The writer of Hebrews clearly says, “All discipline for the moment seems not 

to be joyful, but sorrowful” (Heb 12:11). Nor did James say we are to just 

smile and ignore the pain. Rather, a Christian is to approach trials with a 

positive attitude since he knows that trials are “opportunities, under God’s 

grace, for growth and development in the Christian life. Christian faith must 

apprehend that beneficial results are to be derived from such experiences 

and so accept them as occasions for rejoicing.” (Hiebert, 73). 

 

 The reason that a believer can rejoice in the midst of trials is given in 

verses 3 and 4; namely, because we know that the testing of our faith 

results in endurance which leads to us being perfected in Christ.  

 

 1:3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. 

  

 In Hebrew (i.e. in the OT) two words are used for faith: aman and 

betah. The basic meaning of aman is certainty or dependability. Aman is the 

assurance that something is truly what it appears to be.  The basic idea of 

betah is a state of security resulting from having someone or something in 

whom to place confidence.  The OT prophets use the word often to contrast 

the security that comes from relying in God with the folly of relying on 

other things. The one who trusts in God will be delivered from his enemies 

(Ps. 22:4), their prayers will be answered (I Chr. 5:20), they will walk in 

straight paths (Prov. 3:5), they will be given joy and gladness (Ps. 16:9), and 

they will know inner peace (Ps. 4:8). The Old Testament variously defines 

faith as resting, trusting and hoping in the Lord, cleaving to him, waiting for 

him, making him our shield and tower, taking refuge in him, etc.  Psalmists 

and prophets, speaking in individual and national terms respectively, present 
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faith as unwavering trust in God to save his servants from their foes and 

fulfill his declared purpose of blessing them.' (J.I. Packer, "Faith," Baker's 

Dictionary of Theology,  210).  

 

 James sees trials as the means of testing the depth and reality of our 

faith and the instrument that perfects it. Trials strip away all false 

conceptions and self-imposed delusions and allow us to see our true spiritual 

condition. How can God really love me when He allows my life to be so 

miserable and such evil to befall me? Can I depend upon God when life seems 

to be beyond His control? Will I find in Him a place to rest when 

circumstances drag me down? Will God prove to be all that He has said that 

He is? The question answered by testing is whether or not faith will 

persevere (Burdick, 168). 

 

 Knowing the purpose of trials is what allows us to view them as 

reasons to rejoice instead of as reasons to despair. There are two different 

words in Greek for “know.”  Oida (oi=da) is generally used of intellectual 

knowledge, while ginosko (ginw,skw) tends be used in contexts that 

emphasize knowledge gained through observation and experience. The latter 

word is used here. James is reminding his readers that they already know by 

personal experience that trials produce endurance. What they need to do is 

to take what they have learned and apply it to their present situation. (cf. 

Ro. 5:3-5).  

  

 Trials produce patience (endurance). “Patience” is a weak translation 

of the Greek.  The original verb is a compound comprised of the preposition 

“under” and the verb “to remain, stay, or abide.” It portrays the idea of 

being under a heavy load and determining to stay there instead of trying to 

escape (Hiebert, 75). Such endurance may be in bearing up under physical 

distress or emotional / spiritual distress.  

 

 All too often Christians respond to trials by flight – both emotional 

and physical. They leave their marriage, leave their church, quit work, or 

withdraw from others. This reveals a spiritual immaturity that fails to see 

that trials are God’s appointed means to bring their Christian life to 

completion. Endurance doesn’t imply passivity (i.e. just hanging in there until 

things pass) but an aggressive positive response in determining to wait things 

out until God works by either removing the trial or rewarding us. James 
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spoke of endurance later (5:11) to describe Job’s faith in the midst of 

crushing difficulties.  

  

 But endurance is not the end; it is a step that leads to Christian 
maturity.  
 

 1:4 And let endurance have its perfect result, that you may be 

perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. 

 

 Endurance results in Christ-like character. “Result” is the noun form 

of the verb “produce” in verse 3 (Doerksen, 17). Just as testing produces 

endurance so endurance has a threefold product; we will become (1) perfect 

and (2) complete, (3) lacking in nothing.  The believer is not to hinder the 

work of endurance through impatience, complaining, and bitterness, but allow 

it to complete its goal in developing our character (i.e. “let” it do its perfect 

work).  

 

 This can be drawn as follows. 

       perfect 

Testing                   endurance                        complete   

       lacking nothing 

 

 The adjective “perfect” is used five times in James. It speaks of 

completeness, or something that is fully grown or mature (in contrast to 

infancy). Being perfected through trials does not mean that we become 

sinless (cf. 3:2) rather it means that we have attained the wisdom and the 

character of a mature believer.  Christ Himself was made perfect through 

suffering (Heb. 2:10; 5:8) so we too should leave the elementary principles 

of Christ and move on to maturity (i.e. perfection) (Heb 6:1).  

 

 “Complete” means entire, whole, or having every part intact.  The noun 

cognate of this adjective is used in Acts 3:16 of a lame man who had been 

healed. To be complete, every aspect in our spiritual life must grow. This 

explains why a diversity of trials comes into play.  

 

 To “lack nothing” means that no area of our growth in character will 

be left in want. This then becomes the link to the following verse “if any of 

you lacks wisdom.”  
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 2. trials drive us to God 
 

 A variety of weaknesses in character requires a mixture of trials to 

bring our faith to completion. But trials also place us in circumstances that 

are beyond our natural ability to overcome and demand more than human 

ingenuity or skill. Verses 5-8 contain God’s offer of help to those who are in 

the midst of trials.  

 

 1:5 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. 

 

 Our lack of wisdom forms the bridge from verse 4 where endurance’s 

goal is that we lack nothing. 

  

 “The believer needs ‘wisdom’ to see his trials in a true light and to 

profit spiritually from them” (Hiebert, 79). Trials come as a test to our faith 

(1:3). They can cloud our minds and potentially overwhelm even the godliest 

person.  

 

 The phrase “if any of you lacks wisdom” isn’t suggesting that some 

need wisdom and others don’t, rather it is stating the reality that everybody 

needs wisdom when facing trials (this is called a first class condition in 

Greek which assumes the reality of the premise, Dana and Mantey, 289). 

Humanly speaking, we all lack the resources necessary to respond properly to 

trials. The first step in getting wisdom is the recognition of our need.  

 

 Wisdom in the Bible is not quoting pithy sayings, having a high I.Q., or 

excelling in debate, rather, it is the ability to apply moral discernment in 

order to live righteously. It is the ability to see the trial and then select the 

road that leads to the most worthy end in glorifying God (cf. I Ki. 3:16-28). 

Proverbs 9:10 says that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom 

(contrast to Ja. 3:15). To fear God is to recognize that we are accountable 

for all of our actions and that the ultimate good for us is in following Him.  

 

 God is the only source of true wisdom and so James directs us to Him. 

“Let him ask God” is a command (a third person imperative in Greek) and as 

such is the duty of every believer. Failure to ask for help stems from the 

belief that our own wisdom is sufficient and reflects a spirit that doesn’t 
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depend upon God in the daily affairs of life. The believer that longs to follow 

God but recognizes that he lacks the personal resources to know how to do 

it will find himself constantly praying for wisdom. 

 

 “Ask” implies that the prayer is for something to be given. The Jews 

believed that wisdom was given in the Word of God and that it was 

discovered through study. We would agree but add that understanding the 

Word only comes from the illumination of the Spirit and requires our 

dependence upon Him through prayer.  

 

 The joy of the Christian is in knowing that it is God’s nature to give 

and He does so generously and without reproach to all who ask.  God does not 

limit His wisdom to a select few, nor is it contingent upon our performance.  

 

 God’s giving is described in a number of ways. First, the present tense 

verb “give” indicates that His giving is a continual action on His part. 

 

 Secondly, His giving is called generous. “Generously” translates an 

adjective that has the basic meaning of “simple” or “single” (cf. Matt 6:22; 

Lk. 11:34) and refers to singleness of purpose. God has no ulterior motives 

when He gives but has the single desire of helping the one who asks.  

 

 God’s giving is further defined by the words “without reproach.” Gifts 

lose their joy when they come with a rebuke or scolding. “The negative with 

the present tense participle indicates that God permanently abstains from 

such practice. He does not give in a way that humiliates the receiver. He 

does not scold because we have inadequately used His former gifts, or 

rebuke us for our repeated lack of wisdom . . . Rather, when we again ask for 

His help, His gracious response make us wonder why we were so tardy in 

asking Him” (Hiebert, 82). 

 

 James promises that our request for wisdom will not go unanswered; 

“it shall be given to him.” Because God promises to give wisdom, we should be 

encouraged to ask (cf. Matt. 7:7-11; Mk. 11:23-25; Lk. 11:9-13).  

 

 However, the assurance of answered prayer requires the proper 

attitude in the one who asks. 
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 1:6 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. 

 

 Trials are said to be the “testing of your faith” (1:3) so it’s no surprise 

to find that the means to endure them requires the exercise of faith.  The 

believer is to ask in faith, without doubting. All prayer is related to faith 

(Matt. 21:22; Mk. 11:24) for without faith it is impossible to please God 

(Heb. 11:6).  

 

 To James, faith in God is not just belief in God’s existence, but is the 

conviction that God rewards those who seek Him. “We must believe not only 

in God’s ability to respond to our petition but also His willingness to do so in 

conformity to His nature and will” (Doerkeson, 21). 

 

 The opposite of faith is doubt which speaks both of uncertainty and 

indecision. “Doubting” is a present tense verb in Greek showing that James 

has in mind a person whose pattern of life is to doubt. It is continual doubt. 

“It is a wavering between two competing [inward] desires [middle voice]: self 

-interests and God’s interests” (Hiebert, 84).  “One may doubt because he is 

not fully assured that God will respond or because he is not sure he wants 

God to answer” (Doerkeson, 21). “Although he has given expression to his 

petition to God, he is not at rest in himself concerning what he has asked. 

Now he wants the thing asked for, and then again he desires something else. 

His uttered request has not terminated the inner decision between two 

competing desires.” (Hiebert, 84) This is the person who is debating whether 

he should stick the marriage out (i.e. follow God) or just end it (i.e. follow 

their desires). They are the ones who know they should give up lust (i.e. 

follow God) but find it so pleasurable they hesitate when tempted (i.e. follow 

their desires). They are double minded.  

 

 The doubting man is described as constantly moving. Like unsettled 

waves in the sea he is pushed by the wind in every direction. The passive 

voice “driven and tossed” suggests that an outside force is at work. People 

who doubt lack the stability inside to withstand the trials from without. 

Trials force a decision to choose between one of two roads: either the road 

of submission to God or the road of self will. Those who doubt cannot make a 

decision about which road to take. They are in a state of constant turmoil 

and indecision, moving from thought to thought. In order to receive wisdom 
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we must be convinced that we want God’s help and will respond to His wisdom 

when it is given.  If we aren’t sure, or if we see God’s wisdom as just one of 

many suggestions, He won’t give it.  

 

 The verse that corresponds to verse 6 occurs in Ephesians 4:14 where 

it says that men are “tossed to and fro, and carried about by every wind of 

doctrine.” 

 

 1:7 For that man ought not to expect that he will receive anything 

from the Lord, 

 1:8 being a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways. 
 

 Such lack of stability disqualifies the individual from receiving the 

wisdom he needs. He shouldn’t even entertain the thought that God would 

answer his prayer.  

 

 “Anything” should not be pressed beyond its context. Men are 

recipients of an abundance of blessings from God although not from their 

praying. 

 

 The person who is double-minded (lit. double –souled) is unstable in 

everything else in life, not just prayer. It’s as if he has two personalities 

dragging him in every direction. His instability and indecisiveness negates his 

effectiveness. A Christian is to be single minded, for one cannot serve two 

masters (Matt. 6:24). 

 
 All men are either progressing or regressing spiritually. No person 

remains static in his relationship with God. The more light someone receives 

the more light will be given. The more light he rejects the less truth will be 

understood and the deeper that person will sink into darkness.  

 

 Jesus likened the unbelieving in His generation to those in the days of 

Isaiah. He said,  

 

 “In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: "'You will be ever 

hearing but never understanding; you will be ever seeing but never 

perceiving. For this people's heart has become callused; they hardly 

hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes. Otherwise they 
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might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their 

hearts and turn, and I would heal them.'”  

Matthew 13:14-15 (Isa. 6:9-10) 

 

 About 750 years earlier the prophet Isaiah had come to bring the 

word of God to Israel but their hardened hearts and willful closing of their 

eyes made it impossible for them to receive it. They were not only in a state 

of rejection, but also denied the fresh opportunity for healing that God was 

offering through the prophet. In the end, their callousness resulted in the 

judgment of Babylonian exile. This classic case of rejection was being 

repeated in Jesus’ generation who were fulfilling the words of Isaiah on a 

new level. Jesus, like Isaiah, was a bearer of good news but He only 

succeeded in dulling what spiritual sense the people had. The people didn’t 

want to be healed.  

 

 Christians can be in a similar condition. At times we are spiritually dull. 

We willfully close our eyes. Our hearts are calloused. Though God offers 

help in the midst of trials we are indecisive about accepting it. In such cases 

wisdom will keep her distance (Prov. 12:15; 18:2; 23:9), God will allow us to go 

our chosen way. 

 
3. trials force us to evaluate life properly 
 

 1:9 But let the brother of humble circumstances glory in his high 

position; 

 1:10 and let the rich man glory in his humiliation, because like 

flowering grass he will pass away. 

 1:11 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. 

 

 The connection to the preceding verses is difficult to follow. Some 

see verses 9-11 as an example of how double-mindedness will be avoided 

when the Christian exercises wisdom. Others see only a loose connection to 

what precedes and believe that James is offering a new bit of wisdom for 

the believer when trials strike. Namely, he is pointing out that trials often 

cause us to reassess what is of value in life and refocus our attention on 
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that which really matters. This seems to be the better of the two views, 

though the connection to double-mindedness should not be completely 

disregarded. 

 

 Some feel that the rich man in verse 10 is an unbeliever because he is 

not called a brother and riches are portrayed negatively in 1:11, 2:5-7, and 

5:1-6. However, the word “brother” at the beginning of the sentence in verse 

9 is naturally applied to the two parallel clauses that speak of the glory of 

the poor and the glory of the rich (see Kent, 42-43; Hiebert, 92).  Although 

wealth has its dangers (Matt 19:23; Lk. 18:22-27; I Tim. 6:9) it can also be 

used for the good of others and the kingdom of God (Acts. 4:37; 11:29; I 

Tim. 6:17-19; I Jn. 3:17). If James did not have believers in mind, the 

mention of “glory” in relation to the rich would be irony, for the rich man 

would be glorying in that which was really his shame.  

 

 The word used for “glory” is usually translated as “boast” and can have 

either a positive or negative meaning. It connotes a strong personal pride 

and is a source of joy which includes both the inward feeling and the 

outward expression of exaltation. (Hiebert, 89). In a negative sense one can 

boast about his possessions, abilities, or achievements. However, boasting is 

positive if our boasting is in God (Ro. 5:11; I Cor. 1:31), the cross (Gal. 6:14), 

or the hope of our salvation (Ro. 5:2).  Paul boasted in these things as well as 

in trials because he knew what God could accomplish through them (Ro. 5:3; 

II Cor. 12:9).  

 

 In verses 9-11 two types of individuals are spoken of: the rich and the 

poor. Whether one has material wealth or not, every Christian has reason to 

boast in all they have in Christ.  

  

 Though a believer may be in humble circumstances (i.e. poor - Lk. 1:52-

53) he is not to be pitied, nor is he to have self-pity, for he is rich spiritually 

and is to glory in that. Trials help the poor maintain a proper perspective of 

where their true wealth is.   

 

 Trials also help the rich maintain a proper inner attitude toward their 

wealth. 
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 If taken literally, the humiliation of the rich would parallel the humble 

circumstances of the poor, and James would be addressing trials where 

riches are threatened or taken away. Trials can affect our material lifestyle 

and the rich can become poor and the poor can become poorer. This is 

especially true in times of persecution. But the humiliation could also simply 

refer to the attitude the rich are to adopt when they realize how frail 

wealth is. “The lowering of the rich is as inward as the raising of the poor 

brother” (Moffat, 15).  

 

 As Cadoux has rightly stated,  

 

 James “can hardly mean, let him glory in the loss of his wealth, for 

such loss without change of mind would be no true reason for glorying, nor 

does the desirable frame of mind depend on the loss. It would seem that 

here to be “made low” is to find something of incomparably greater value 

than his wealth, something that by its greatness makes him feel small, so 

that disillusioned in his old ground of glorying, he attains a basis for a better 

glory.”   

 

 Just as the poor are to forget their earthly poverty, the rich need to 

remember that the things of this world are fleeting and transitory (Isa. 

40:6-7; cf. Phil. 3:8; Jer. 9:23-24) - which is something they tend to forget 

it rather easily. 

 

 The brevity of life is often illustrated in nature (Job 14:2; Ps. 90:5-6; 

102:11; 103:15-18; Isa. 51:12; I Pet 1:24-25). The four verbs in verse 11 – 

rises, withers, falls off, is destroyed – describe the rapid demise of the 

flowering grass when the hot desert sun rises and the winds blow upon it 

(Doerksen, 25; gnomic aorists  portraying typical events – Dana & Mantey, 

197). The desert hillside can be a colorful mass of beauty one week and 

brown stubble the next. In like manner, the person who glories in riches will 

fade away. It’s true that the poor will die as well, but because they never 

displayed the outward glory that the rich do they are not specifically 

mentioned.  

 

 Since the rich brother will vanish from the earthly scene as quickly as 

the flower he should be reminded that his real glory is in his spiritual wealth, 
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not worldly possessions. Trials remind him of this and humble him, thus 

providing a beneficial service to him.  

 

 4. endurance through trials brings the crown of life 
 

 1:12 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. 

 

 The word “persevere” (endurance) is also found in verses 3 and 4 (see 

notes there) and speaks of holding up under a load. “Trail” is the same word 

in verse 2 as well (see discussion).  This repetition indicates that the author 

is not changing direction in thought but is now giving the ultimate reason for 

endurance.   

 

 Although some modern translators prefer “happy” to “blessed” it is a 

poor exchange.  If you are blessed you will most likely be happy, but 

blessedness cannot be reduced to happiness. Happiness is a feeling; 

blessedness is a state (Carson, 131). Blessedness is a supernatural 

experience of contentedness based on the fact that one’s life is right with 

God (MacArthur, Matthew, 53). “It denotes an inner quality of life, a peace, 

contentment, or satisfaction that can be sustained in spite of adverse 

external difficulties” (Doerksen, 26). Such blessedness comes, not through 

the absence of trials, but by enduring them. 

 

 The word “for” in the middle of the verse indicates the reason why 

enduring trials can be called blessed, namely, once the individual is approved 

he will receive the crown of life. “To be approved” was a term used n testing 

coins to determine their genuineness (the noun form of this word, translated 

as “testing,” is found in verse 3).  Once the test ends, the genuineness of our 

faith and loyalty to God become apparent.  

 

 In Greek, two words are used that are translated as “crown” in 

English.  One word is diadema (dia,dhma) from which we get our word diadem. 

This was a kingly crown. The other word for crown is stephanos (ste,fanoj) 
which most often refers to a garland or wreath like those given to the 

winners of Greek athletic contests. This crown was a symbol of victory to 
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the Greeks. To the Jews it was a symbol of special honor or represented 

blessedness (Psa. 21:3; Pro. 12:4; 16:31, Lam. 5:16; Ezek. 16:12; Zech. 6:11).   

 

 Although Kent doesn’t believe that the crown represents eternal life 

because all believers are promised that (45) it’s hard to imagine what kind of 

life can be possessed that surpasses the immortality that all Christians have. 

Furthermore, in Greek an article appears before “life” (i.e. “the crown of the 

life) which would indicate that eternal life is in view. The crown of life is 

best understood as the prize of eternal life (“life” being a genitive of 

apposition in Greek, i.e. “life” is the crown) that we gain when we possess 

genuine faith, a faith that is proven through trials. What could be a greater 

reward for endurance than this?! 

 

 Those who have faith are those who love (present tense indicating 

continual action) God. Such love is the expressed in fealty amidst trials (I 

Jn. 2:5-6; 5:3; Jn. 15:10). These are the ones who are promised the crown of 

life. 

 

 The Christian can rejoice in trials on two counts: his life is being 

perfected now, and he is promised blessedness when this life ends.  

 

 NOTE: It is unclear if James has the Father or Christ in mind as the 

Giver of the reward. Considering that he has previously referred to Jesus as 

“Lord” (1:1) it seems that Christ is in view (cf. Rev. 2-3 where Jesus is the 

one who gives reward – espec. Rev. 2:10).  

 

 THE SOURCE OF TEMPTATION 

 

 As we have said, the word for “test” in Greek can either mean “trial” 

or “temptation” depending on the context (see notes, verse 2).  A test can be 

given to draw good qualities out of something, or it can be given to cause the 

thing tested to fail.  In verses 2-12 James spoke of external trials that are 

given to produce maturity and completeness in us. In verses 13-18 he deals 

with inner tests that solicit us to do evil. In other words, he is now 

addressing temptations. This change is clear because in the opening verses 

we were told to consider tests as “joy,” but in the present passage we are 

commanded to renounce and abandon the inward “tests” we experience (v.21). 

Furthermore, in the earlier verses James  used the word “test” in 
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conjunction with words that anticipated approval (1:3, 12), here the tests are 

associated with evil and sin (1:13, 15). 

 

 Often both testing and temptation are present in the same situation. 

When we want to respond to trials with anger, bitterness, and hardness of 

heart it becomes a temptation. 

 

 When we sin we often want to relieve ourselves of personal 

responsibility by blaming others for our failure. Although most people don’t 

blatantly blame God, at times the do so subtly. For example, when people say, 

“I’m only human” they make their humanness an excuse for their action and 

shift the blame to the Creator who made humanity.  But James makes it 

clear that: (1) God cannot be blamed when we are tempted (1:13), (2) our own 

lust is the source of temptation (1:14-15), (3) God gives good gifts not evil 

ones (1:16-18). 

 

 1:13 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. 

 
1. God cannot be blamed when we are tempted. 
 

 Some people argue that if trials come from God then He is responsible 

for the sinful desires that are aroused by them.  James has already told us 

that trials come from God (apo [avpo,] in Greek suggests that God is a remote 

source, not the direct agent), but God never sends them with evil intent, 

hoping that we will fall.  Therefore, no one can absolve their own guilt by 

saying that God tempted him.  The word “for” in 1:13b introduces two 

reasons why we know that God does not tempt: (1) God Himself cannot be 

tempted, and (2) He does not tempt. 

 

 God’s nature is holy and righteous and “. . . there is absolutely nothing 

in God to which evil can make its appeal” (Doerksen, 30). He cannot be 

solicited or enticed to sin. Since nothing in the realm of evil ever even 

remotely appeals to God, it is inconsistent to think that He would desire to 

cause others to sin. Furthermore, since temptation comes from a malicious 

intent, God could never tempt man. Although there are several places that 

mention God testing people (Gen. 22:1; Deut. 4:34; 7:19; 29:3; Exo. 16:4; Jdg. 
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2:22; Psa. 95:8) His intent is to build character and produce maturity. When 

Jesus taught His disciples to pray “lead us not into temptation” He was not 

suggesting that God does sometimes lead us into temptation so we had 

better ask Him not to do so. Rather, He is using a figure of speech known as 

litotes which expresses something by negating the contrary. For example in 

John 6:37 Jesus said, “All that the Father gives me will come to me; and him 

who comes to me I will not drive away.” By saying “I will not drive them away” 

Jesus is using a negative statement to emphasize the positive idea “I will 

certainly keep all who come to Me.” In the same way, “lead us not into 

temptation” is a negative way of expressing the idea “lead us in the way of 

righteousness’’ (Carson,  Sermon on the Mount, 70).  

 

2. Lust is the source of temptation 
 

 1:14 But each one is tempted when he is carried away and enticed 

by his own lust. 

  

 Verse 14 pinpoints the source of temptation as inward, personal 

desire. The fact that James says that each is carried away by “his own” lust 

connects the person and personal responsibility. Jesus said that evils come 

from the heart (Mk. 7:21) so we cannot blame others for the contamination. 

“Each one” demonstrates that this source of temptation is universal.  

 

 “Lust” is usually used to describe evil, but it can also connote simply a 

strong desire (Lk. 22:15; Phil. 1:23; I Thess. 2:17). We have many strong 

natural desires (the desire for sex, food, etc.) which in themselves are not 

wrong but when they seek gratification in illegitimate ways (such as 

immorality, stealing, or gluttony) they become evil. In Jewish theology “The 

impulse itself was considered a simple, nondirected desire and a part of 

created human nature. But it was dangerous in that it could break the 

bounds of the law and therefore lead to sin. The solution was not ‘the 

removal of all desire, but a counterforce (variously described as the law, the 

good impulse, or the Holy Spirit) which channels and limits the evil impulse 

into doing good” (Doerksen, 31).  

 

 The present tense verb “is tempted” shows that temptation is 

continual. “Carried away” and “enticed” are used to describe how our desires 

are involved in the process. Both words are used of fishing and hunting or of 
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the subtlety of a prostitute (Prov. 7:6-23). “Carried away” is literally to 

“draw out” and speaks of drawing a fish out of its original retreat.  “Enticed” 

is used of baiting a trap or a snare. In James’ explanation, our own lust (hupo 

[up̀o,] in Greek shows that lust is the direct agent), not Satan, sets the trap. 

We are both the hunter and the hunted. Our passions allure us to the 

desired object though the hook inside remains hidden. Instead of enjoying 

the anticipated pleasure we are deceived by our cravings and led into sin.  

 

 “When man is confronted with alluring temptation, he sees only the 

attractiveness of the desired object; only when his will has sanctioned the 

performance of the sinful act do the tragic consequences come into 

operation. ‘We are free to chose, but not free to choose the consequences 

of our choice, for those are determined by the eternal purpose and laws of 

God.’” (Hiebert, 107). (see appendix 3) 

 

 1:15 Then when lust has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and when 

sin is accomplished, it brings forth death. 

 

 “Then” shows the consequence of the temptation. Lust demands that 

we act. The bait that our cravings place before us must either be rejected 

or taken. When it is taken the chain of events described in verse 15 runs its 

course. First, our passions unite with that which God has forbidden. Like a 

man joining himself to a prostitute in an illicit sexual union, our lustful 

feeling is illegitimately joined with the object of our desire and conception 

takes place (i.e. we act upon our desires). The normal result of conception is 

birth and so the analogy continues; our ungodly union gives birth to sin (i.e. 

when we act sin is born). As Hiebert says, “Lust is the mother of sin” 

(Hiebert, 108). The final step that completes the picture is that when sin 

matures it becomes death (proving that the test spoken of is not from God). 

All death is traceable to sin. Our lusts have led to our own death (physically 

and spiritually).  

 

 1:16 Do not be deceived, my beloved brethren. 

 

 The verb “be deceived” is a warning not to let oneself be misled. Verse 

16 could conclude verses 13-16 or begin the following section. If the former 

is what James had in mind then he would be warning about not being 

deceived about the serious nature of sin and its source. If he intends us to 
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connect this verse with what follows he is warning against misunderstanding 

God’s activity.  

 

 GOD BRINGS GOOD NOT SIN 

 

 In verses 17 and 18 James gives further reason why we know that God 

does not tempt men. This is explained in two different ways. First, James 

reminds his readers that God gives only good gifts. Secondly, God is 

portrayed as the source of regeneration, not death. The two verses have no 

grammatical clue that tell the logical connection between them (this is called 

asyndenton). This stresses that the ideas are two distinct realities. 

 

 1:17 Every good thing bestowed and every perfect gift is from 

above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no 

variation, or shifting shadow. 

 

 This verse emphatically declares that temptation to sin cannot come 

from God.  A “thing bestowed” and a “gift” are practically the same but if a 

distinction is intended, the former refers to the act of giving while the 

latter denotes the thing given. Others see the former as emphasizing the 

generous nature of the Giver, the latter describing the value of the gift 

received. God gives in a way that produces a beneficial effect (i.e. it is 

“good”). Furthermore, His gifts are described as perfect (complete). These 

gifts originate in heavenly places not earthly ones (they are “from above”) 

and flow down to us in a continual stream (present tense verb).  “Every” 

describes the comprehensiveness of God’s goodness. 

 

 The God who sends such marvelous gifts is called “the Father of 

lights.”  Although “light” is used with many different nuances, Father of 

lights no doubt refers to God as the One who made the stars, sun and moon 

all of which reflect His glory (“lights” is plural and is preceded by an article, 

i.e. “the Father of the lights” and must be a reference to the physical 

universe).  The “lights” of heaven are stable. Sun, moon and stars all run 

their course. The seasons all come precisely on time. The exact moment that 

the sun will rise can be calculated. But there is variation as the shadows 

move and day lengths change. In that way the great heavenly lights cannot 

be compared to the One Who made them. In Him there is no variation or 

shifting shadow. That is, He will not deviate from an established course. He 
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will not cast a shadow that moves as the day continues for there is no 

shadow in Him. I John 1:5 says, “in Him there is no darkness at all.” In other 

words, there is no variation in God’s character that would cause Him to give 

good gifts today and send temptation tomorrow.  Only good will flow down to 

us in the river of blessing. 

 

 1:18 In the exercise of His will He brought us forth by the word 

of truth, so that we might be, as it were, the first fruits among His 

creatures. 

 

 One of the good gifts that God gives is the new birth, or, 

regeneration, or as James put it, “He brought us forth by the Word of 

truth” (see Hiebert, 116-117 for good reasons why this is not speaking of the 

creation of mankind in general). If God did not choose to exercise His will we 

would have no hope of new life. We are not the ones who choose life, God 

wills it. Sin gives birth to death, God gives birth to life.  

 

 “By the Word of truth” specifies the means by which new birth comes 

to us. It is through the proclamation of the gospel spoken of in the Word of 

God that spiritual life comes into being (Ro. 1:16-17; 10:13-15).  

 

 “So that” indicates God’s purpose. The goal of God’s glorious work is 

that we might be the first fruits among His creatures. “Firstfruits” was an 

offering in the OT where the first produce of the harvest was given to God 

(Exo. 23:19; Lev. 23:9-11; Deut. 18:4). It anticipated the completion of the 

harvest. This expression seems particularly applicable to James’ Jewish 

audience, for the Jews were the first to believe among the many who would 

follow. However, it is also possible that James was thinking in broader terms 

than just naming the Jews as the first among men to experience the new 

birth. The Bible says that someday the whole earth will be renewed (Matt. 

19:28; Ro. 8:19-22; Rev. 21:1) and James could very well be saying that 

believers are the first among all creation (ktisma [kti,sma] generally refers 

to creation or created things, not just men) to experience this renewal.  In 

other words, the new birth is the first stage of God’s renovation project.  

 

 If James’ intent is to continue to show how God cannot be blamed for 

temptation, this verse contributes to his argument by showing that God’s 

desire is to regenerate His creation, not to bring about its demise by 
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instigating men to sin. Our new birth is proof of God’s beneficent action on 

behalf of all creation. 

 

TRUE FAITH IS SEEN IN ITS RESPONSE TO THE WORD OF GOD 
  

 1:19 This you know, my beloved brethren. But everyone must be 

quick to hear, slow to speak and slow to anger; 

  1:20 for the anger of man does not achieve the righteousness of 

God. 

 

 In verse 18 James reminded us that we have been regenerated by the 

Word.  The reference to the Word that regenerates in verse 18 becomes 

the subject for the first test of living faith (see Burdick, 174 for discussion 

of the context). True faith will respond to the Word of God.  

 

 1) First, we will be swift to hear. In the days that James wrote, 

people did not have their own Bible. Instead copied manuscripts were read in 

the church services and accompanied with oral instruction. To be swift to 

hear is a readiness to receive and assimilate the message that was heard.  

“Reluctance at this point will block the acceptance of truth” (Burdick, 174).  

 

 2) Secondly, we will be slow to speak. That is, we will be slow to make 

hasty or ill considered reactions to what is heard. Quick reactions often 

obscure the truth (cf. Pro. 10:19). Time must be given to meditation so that 

our thoughts are aligned with truth.  

 

(I Corinthians 14:26-33 gives us an idea of the freedom with which members 

of the congregation spoke and the error that ensued because of it).  

 

 3) Lastly, James says we will be slow to anger (Pro. 16:32). The Word 

of God may conflict with what we want to do or what we believe.  Anger 

closes our minds, making us incapable of obeying the truth. People who argue 

fiercely are rarely open to listen.  

 

 “For” in verse 20 gives the reason we are not to anger. James assumed 

that believers desire to promote God’s righteousness  and man’s anger will 

never achieve that end for it is often mixed with ungodliness, egotism, 
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jealousy, and self-ambition.  Righteousness is conduct that was pleasing to 

God and cannot coexist with rebellion against the Word. 

 

  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. 

 

 “Therefore” points to an inference that can be drawn from the 

previous discussion.  It gives the reason we are to be quick to hear, slow to 

speak, and slow to anger, namely, so we can receive the life-changing effects 

of the Word. Since the tense of the main verb and the participle are both 

aorists in Greek, we know that putting aside the filth of the old life 

precedes the implantation of the Word. The Word cannot be received until 

sin is dealt with.  

 

 “Putting aside” relates to the changing of clothing but as a metaphor 

it refers to divesting oneself of ungodly qualities or deeds (Eph. 4:22; Ro. 

13:12 [see comments in my notes on Romans]; Col. 3:8; I Pet. 2:1). Negatively, 

we are to take off filthiness (Zech. 3:4) and lay aside “all that remains” of 

wickedness.  No residue of wickedness should be left.  God is never satisfied 

with a partial cleaning, being mostly pure or almost righteous. He demands 

that every bit of wickedness be swept away.  

 

 On the positive side, we are to receive the Word implanted. 

“Implantation” is a farming term. For the growth of a plant to occur the soil 

must be hospitable to the seed. It is not enough just to listen to the Word 

without rejecting it. The Word needs to be “received” or “welcomed” if it is 

to produce fruit in our lives (cf. Matt. 13:3-9; 18-23).  

 

 It should be noticed that James does not tell us to plant the Word in 

our hearts. God in an exercise of His will has already planted it making us 

the firstfruits (1:18).  James is now telling us to accept the demands of the 

Word that was already implanted.  Allow the Word to take root and grow as 

part of the new life. This entails being humble, submitting to and be 

instructed by it.  

  

 The Word, when it is implanted, is powerful for it is able to save the 

human soul. Obliviously, James does not believe in salvation by works, but 
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believes that one is saved by the Word of God that was implanted in their 

heart. At the same time, he did not view salvation as just a past event, but 

looks forward to the culmination of salvation in the future as well. The Word 

of God not only saved us when we believed but is also able to save us when 

we die.  

 

 1:22 But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely 

hearers who delude themselves. 

 

 Hearing is important (1:19), but it should not stop there, we are to do 

what we have heard (cf. Matt. 7:24-27). Hearing without doing is self 

delusion (cf. I Jn. 1:22). 

 

 Being a doer of the Word is not a novel concept in Scripture. Jesus 

said, “Blessed are those who hear the word of God and observe it” (Lk. 11:28, 

also Deut 28:58; 29:29; Rev. 1:3; 22:7). “Being a doer” describes what a 

Christian is” not just an act that a Christian should perform.  

 

 1:23 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; 

  1:24 for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has 

immediately forgotten what kind of person he was. 

 

 James now illustrates what a hearer who doesn’t do what he hears is 

like. He says he is like a man that looks at his natural face in the mirror and 

then forgets what he has seen as soon as he leaves it. 

 

 A mirror in James’ day was made of a piece of polished metal (either 

brass, copper, tin, or silver). Although the image wasn’t as clear as modern 

mirrors it was workable. 

 

 The word for “look” is not used of a mere glance but refers to 

“attentive scrutiny of an object” (TDNT, IV, 975). The man who is looking at 

himself has studied his own face and understands every detail, but once he 

leaves the mirror he forgets what he has seen immediately (the perfect 

tense indicates that he left and didn’t give it a second glance).  Though he 

saw what needed changing, his looking didn’t stimulate any corrective action. 

When the image the mirror reveals isn’t acted upon the mirror is useless.  
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 1:25 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 

effectual doer, this man will be blessed in what he does. 

 

The spiritual parallel is now given. The man portrayed is no longer 

looking at a mirror, but the law. Unlike the man in verses 23-24, this man 

acts upon what he sees.  

 

The law in James is not just the OT but in the context is synonymous 

with the “implanted Word” in verse 21 and the “Word” in verses 18 and 22. 

Thus James includes the sum total of revealed truth including the gospel in 

the word “law”.  

 

Though the OT law is abolished (II Cor. 3:11, 13) it still remains part 

of the mirror of the Word of God and as such is profitable to us.  II 

Timothy 3:16 says that “all scripture is inspired by God and is profitable for 

teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness, that the 

man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.”  Notice how 

sweeping Paul’s statement is. He says “All scripture . . .is profitable.” “All” 

means that every part – even the law of Moses with its moral, civil and 

ceremonial elements – are to be used for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, for training in righteousness, that we may be adequate, equipped 

for every good work. We are not under the law, but because the law is 

inspired it is full of valuable doctrine and lessons for us. But our conduct is 

also molded as we look in the mirror at Christ. From Him we learn that we 

ought to walk as He walked (I Jn. 2:6), suffer as He suffered (I Pet. 2:21), 

love as He loved (I Jn. 4:9, 10; 3:16) and keep His commandments (Jn. 14:21, 

23) as He kept His Father’s commandments (Jn. 14:31). 

 

James calls the law the law of liberty for it brings freedom from 

bondage to sin. When we submit our lives to the transforming power of the 

Word God there is freedom, for we desire to do what we ought.  
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 1:26 If anyone thinks himself to be religious, and yet does not 

bridle his tongue but deceives his own heart, this man's religion is 

worthless. 

 

 In verses 23-24 James rebuked those who hear but don’t do, here he 

rebukes those who do without having a changed inner life.  

 

  By “religious” James is referring to external acts of one’s religious 

faith. These may include things such as fasting, attending worship services, 

or devotional activities. It’s easy for people to substitute true spirituality 

with religious activity. Through self-discipline people can do many things, 

believing that they are fulfilling James’ exhortation to be a doer of the 

Word.  However, the “If” indicates that the person James is speaking of is 

deceived into thinking that he is something that he is not. Religious acts are 

good if empowered by the Spirit, but they do not fulfill one’s obligation to 

God in themselves.  The true test of faith is found in applying the Word in 

such a way that character is changed and the tongue is a specific area in 

which change that can be seen. 

 

 The tongue is like an unruly horse that needs to be bridled and 

brought under control. The Christian is to use the tongue for dispensing 

grace (Col. 4:6), praising God, and building others up. When it is left by itself 

to run wherever it pleases it becomes evident that faith is absent. The 

person is self-deceived and his religious acts are worthless.  

 

 But James does not want to leave the impression that the Christian 

faith has no outward expression.  There are acts that are pure and undefiled 

(without defect or the stain of sin) in God’s sight and they are illustrated in 

the following verse. 

 

 1:27 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. 

  

 God expects Christians to have faith that is visible to others.  For 

example, a Christian should love others- in this case visiting orphans and 

widows, two of the most needy classes in society (Exo. 22:22; Deut. 10:18; 

Psa. 68:5; Matt. 25:36, 43; Acts 6:1-6). We should also demonstrate holiness 
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by staying free from the world’s contamination (cf. 1:21). These religious 

acts flow from a transformed heart and are acceptable “religion” to God.  
 


