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Preface
The Epistle of James has often been called the Proverbs of the New Testament, and for good reason. 
It is a book that moves beyond mere profession to practical Christianity. James challenges believers to 
examine the authenticity of their faith, not by what they claim with their lips, but by the evidence of a 
transformed life. Throughout its five chapters, James addresses issues that remain just as relevant today 
as they were when he first wrote to the scattered Jewish believers of the first century.

In an age where Christianity is often measured by popularity, personal experience, or outward 
appearance, the Book of James calls us back to biblical reality. It reminds us that genuine faith 
perseveres through trials, resists temptation, controls the tongue, cares for those in need, rejects worldly 
compromise, seeks heavenly wisdom, and demonstrates itself through obedient living. James does not 
teach that works save us; rather, he teaches that saving faith inevitably produces works. A living faith 
will always reveal itself by a changed life.

It has been my desire in writing this commentary to remain faithful to the text of Scripture. My goal has 
not been to impose personal opinions upon God's Word but to allow the Scriptures to speak for 
themselves through careful, verse-by-verse exposition. Whenever possible, I have sought to explain the 
historical setting, grammatical construction, theological significance, and practical application of each 
passage while keeping Christ at the center of every discussion.

This commentary is written for a wide audience. Pastors preparing sermons, Sunday school teachers 
leading Bible studies, students seeking a deeper understanding of God's Word, and everyday believers 
desiring to grow in their relationship with Jesus Christ will all find encouragement within these pages. 
While I have included insights from the original Greek language where they help illuminate the 



meaning of the text, I have intentionally written in a style that is understandable without sacrificing 
sound biblical scholarship.

James is not an easy book. It is deeply convicting. It exposes hypocrisy, challenges spiritual 
complacency, and leaves little room for comfortable Christianity. Yet its purpose is never 
condemnation. Rather, James lovingly calls believers to maturity. He desires that followers of Christ 
become "perfect and complete, lacking nothing" (James 1:4). His message is one of hope, spiritual 
growth, and unwavering confidence in God's grace.

As you read this commentary, I encourage you to do more than simply gain knowledge. Pray over 
every passage. Ask the Holy Spirit to reveal areas of your life that need to be surrendered to Christ. 
Allow the Word of God to search your heart, strengthen your faith, and shape your daily walk. The goal 
of Bible study is not merely information—it is transformation.

My prayer is that this commentary will deepen your love for God's Word, strengthen your confidence in 
the truth of Scripture, and inspire you to live out a faith that is genuine, steadfast, and pleasing to the 
Lord. May each page point you not to the words of the commentator but to the living Word of God and 
to the Lord Jesus Christ, who alone is worthy of our complete devotion.

To Him be all glory forever.

Dr. Paul Crawford

Prologue
Every generation of Christians faces the same question:

Is my faith genuine?

It is easy to profess faith in Christ. It is easy to attend church, carry a Bible, memorize Scripture, and 
speak the language of Christianity. But genuine faith is measured by something far deeper than outward 
appearances. True faith transforms the heart, shapes the character, and produces a life that reflects the 
Lord Jesus Christ.

No book of the New Testament confronts this reality more directly than the Epistle of James.

Written by James, the half-brother of Jesus Christ and respected leader of the church in Jerusalem, this 
inspired letter was addressed to Jewish believers scattered throughout the Roman Empire because of 
persecution. These Christians were facing hardship, poverty, discrimination, temptation, and spiritual 
conflict. Their circumstances tested not only their endurance but also the authenticity of their faith.

James does not offer comforting platitudes or philosophical discussions. Instead, he delivers practical, 
Spirit-inspired truth that reaches into every area of life. He addresses how believers respond to trials, 
resist temptation, exercise wisdom, control their speech, treat others with impartiality, use their wealth, 
endure suffering, and depend upon God through prayer. His words are straightforward, convicting, and 
impossible to ignore.



Throughout church history, the Book of James has challenged Christians to move beyond superficial 
religion. While some have misunderstood James because of his emphasis on works, a careful study 
reveals complete harmony with the rest of Scripture. The Apostle Paul teaches that we are justified 
before God by faith alone. James teaches that the faith which justifies is never alone—it is 
demonstrated by obedience. Paul explains the root of salvation; James describes its fruit. Together they 
present the complete biblical picture of saving faith.

This commentary has been written with one purpose: to help readers understand God's Word accurately 
and apply it faithfully. Every verse deserves careful attention because every verse is inspired by God. 
Rather than approaching James as a collection of disconnected moral lessons, we will examine its 
message in context, allowing Scripture to interpret Scripture while discovering the timeless truths 
contained within each passage.

As we journey through this remarkable letter together, we will explore the historical background, 
cultural setting, theological depth, practical application, and, where helpful, the richness of the original 
Greek text. Yet our greatest desire is not simply to increase biblical knowledge. Knowledge alone 
cannot transform the heart. Only the Holy Spirit, working through the living and abiding Word of God, 
can accomplish that work.

The Book of James serves as a spiritual mirror. As we read its pages, we see ourselves—our strengths, 
our weaknesses, our victories, and our failures. James calls us to honest self-examination, urging us not 
to be hearers of the Word only, but doers also. He reminds us that authentic Christianity is visible in 
everyday life, especially when faith is tested.

The pages that follow are an invitation to walk alongside James verse by verse, allowing God's Word to 
challenge, encourage, convict, and strengthen your faith. Read slowly. Pray often. Compare Scripture 
with Scripture. Ask the Lord to reveal His truth to your heart and to shape your life according to His 
will.

If, by the time you reach the final chapter, you have gained not only a deeper understanding of the 
Book of James but also a greater love for Jesus Christ and a stronger commitment to live for Him, then 
the purpose of this commentary will have been fulfilled.

May the Lord bless your study of His Word and use it to produce in you the unmistakable evidence of 
true faith.

Introduction to James Chapter 1
Count It All Joy: Enduring Trials, Receiving Wisdom, and Becoming Doers of the Word

James  is  one  of  the  most  practical  and most  compressed pieces  of  wisdom literature  in  the  New 
Testament, standing in the tradition of Proverbs and the wisdom Psalms while addressing itself to the 
concrete  moral  texture of  the gathered church.  Its  five  chapters  move from the trials  that  test  the 
beginning of faith, through the warnings against partiality toward the rich and the insistence that faith 
without works is dead, to the discipline of the tongue, the wisdom from above that produces peace, the 



rebuke of worldly presumption, and the patient endurance that waits for the coming of the Lord, closing 
with the restoration of the brother who has wandered from the truth. The letter holds the bracing ethical  
demand of the law and the confident assurance of the gospel together in a single practical vision, and 
the tension between the demand and the assurance is the theological achievement that has made James 
one of the most contested and most needed of the New Testament letters.

The author identifies himself with striking economy in the opening verse: James, a servant of God and 
of the Lord Jesus Christ. The near-universal identification of this James with James the brother of the 
Lord (Mark 6:3; Galatians 1:19) — the same James who became the leader of the Jerusalem church 
(Acts 15:13; 21:18) and who is remembered by later tradition as James the Just for his reputation for 
prayer and righteousness — makes the self-designation servant rather than brother of the Lord the most 
theologically  significant  detail  of  the  verse.  The  man with  the  strongest  possible  natural  claim to 
authority in the early church, a blood kinsman of Jesus himself, identifies himself only by the title that 
every believer shares. The greeting to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad extends the letter’s 
address beyond any single congregation to the whole diaspora of Jewish Christian communities, and by 
canonical extension to the whole scattered people of God who read the letter as their own.

Chapter  1 is  the most  densely concentrated chapter of  practical  wisdom in the letter,  compressing 
nearly every major theme that the following four chapters will unfold. It opens with the count it all joy 
that reframes the trial  as the proving ground of a faith whose endurance produces the mature and 
complete character that lacks nothing. It moves to the wisdom that God gives liberally and without 
reproach to the one who asks in undivided faith, and to the reversal of the rich and the poor — the poor 
brother exalted, the rich brought low like the flower of the grass. It turns to the single most important  
distinction in the letter’s theology of trial: the same Greek word behind trial and temptation covers both 
the  testing  that  produces  endurance  and  the  enticement  that  produces  sin,  and  James  insists  with 
unusual precision that God tests but does not tempt, that temptation arises from the believer’s own lust 
and conceives sin, and that sin, when it is full grown, brings forth death.

The chapter closes with the movement from hearing to doing that governs the rest of the letter’s ethical  
vision: the exhortation to be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath; the warning against the self-
deception of the hearer who is not a doer, likened to a man who sees his own face in a mirror and 
immediately forgets what he looked like;  and the closing definition of pure religion and undefiled 
before God and the Father — to visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself 
unspotted from the world. This closing verse is the interpretive key not only to chapter 1 but to the  
whole letter: the practical religion that James commends is neither bare ritual nor bare doctrine but the 
visible, active compassion and personal integrity that faith, when genuine, cannot fail to produce.

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,



We come to James chapter 1 as people who need the most practical available wisdom to meet the trials 
that test our faith, without pretending that the trial is anything less than a trial. We need the count it all 
joy not as a denial of the difficulty of the trial but as the reframing of its purpose: that the trying of our 
faith worketh patience, and that patience, allowed to have her perfect work, will make us perfect and 
entire, wanting nothing.

Lord, let the wisdom that you give to all men liberally, and upbraid not, be sought by us in the 
undivided faith that does not waver like a wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed. Guard us 
from the double-minded instability that is unstable in all its ways, and make us instead the firstfruits of 
your creatures, begotten by the word of truth.

And let us receive with meekness the engrafted word which is able to save our souls, that we might not 
be hearers only, deceiving our own selves, but doers of the word — swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to 
wrath, and quick to visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, keeping ourselves unspotted from 
the world.

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

James 1:1–8

The Greeting, the Testing of Faith, and the Wisdom That God Gives to All Liberally

(1) James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ,

to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad,

greeting.

(2) My brethren, count it all joy

when ye fall into divers temptations;

(3) Knowing this, that the trying of your faith worketh patience.

(4) But let patience have her perfect work,

that ye may be perfect and entire, wanting nothing.

(5) If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God,

that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not;

and it shall be given him.

(6) But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering.

For he that wavereth is like a wave of the sea

driven with the wind and tossed.



(7) For let not that man think

that he shall receive any thing of the Lord.

(8) A double minded man is unstable in all his ways.

The Context

The self-designation servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ in verse 1 sets the tone for the entire  
letter: this is wisdom offered from a position of submission rather than a position of natural authority. 
The  greeting  to  the  twelve  tribes  which  are  scattered  abroad  situates  the  letter  within  the  Jewish 
Christian diaspora, addressing a community whose scattered condition — dispersed by persecution, by 
trade, by the ordinary pressures of life outside the land — already constitutes a kind of standing trial. 
The  letter  opens  the  way  Old  Testament  wisdom literature  opens,  without  the  elaborate  doctrinal 
greeting of Paul’s epistles, because its interest is immediately practical: how the scattered community is 
to live faithfully under pressure.

The count  it  all  joy of  verse  2  is  the  most  arresting command in the  opening section,  because it  
commands an emotional and theological posture — joy — toward an experience that every reader 
would otherwise classify as pure loss: the divers temptations, the trials of every kind that fall upon the 
believer without warning or selection. The joy commanded is not a feeling manufactured on demand; it 
is the reasoned confidence that follows from knowing what the trial is for. The trying of your faith 
worketh patience: the testing produces not merely survival but hypomone, the steadfast endurance that 
remains under pressure rather than collapsing beneath it or fleeing from it, the same word and the same 
logic that Paul uses in Romans 5:3–4 when tribulation worketh patience, and patience, experience, and 
experience, hope.

The let patience have her perfect work of verse 4 extends the logic of verse 3 into a complete chain:  
trial produces endurance, and endurance, permitted to run its full course rather than being shortened by 
premature escape, produces the perfect and entire character that is wanting nothing. The Greek behind 
perfect and entire (teleios, holokleros) describes not sinless perfection but functional completeness — 
the mature character in which nothing necessary for faithful living is missing. The wisdom asked for in 
verse 5 follows directly from this logic: the believer undergoing the trial does not automatically know 
how to interpret it or how to respond to it, and so must ask for the wisdom that discerns the trial’s 
purpose and directs the believer’s response to it, in the manner of Solomon’s request in 1 Kings 3:9 for  
an understanding heart rather than riches or long life.

The description of God in verse 5 as the one who giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not is the  
theological  center  of  the  section:  the  divine  generosity  is  contrasted with  every  human pattern  of 
grudging or conditional giving, the gift that comes attached to a reminder of its cost. But the request for 
wisdom must be made in faith, nothing wavering, because the double-minded man (dipsychos, a term 
that appears to be James’s own coinage, literally two-souled) who asks while doubting is like a wave of 
the sea driven with the wind and tossed — the image of instability without an anchor, moved by every 
external force rather than settled by an internal conviction. Such a man should not expect to receive 



anything of the Lord, not because God is unwilling, but because the divided heart has not actually 
asked in the manner that the promise addresses.

Plain American English

James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, writes to the twelve tribes scattered among the  
nations: greetings! Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles of any kind come your way, consider it a 
reason for great joy. For you know that when your faith is tested, it produces endurance. So let that  
endurance grow until it is fully formed, so that you will be mature and complete, not lacking anything.  
If any of you needs wisdom, ask our generous God, who gives to everyone freely without finding fault, 
and it will be given to you. But when you ask, believe and do not doubt, because the one who doubts is 
like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. That person should not expect to receive anything 
from the Lord. Their loyalty is divided, and they are unstable in everything they do.

Key Observations

“My brethren, count it all joy when ye fall into divers temptations”: This signifies The Command 
to Count It Joy Is Not the Denial of the Trial’s Difficulty but the Reframing of the Trial’s Purpose 
as the Proving Ground of a Faith Whose Endurance Produces Maturity.

The joy commanded in verse 2 is not the suppression of grief or the pretense that the trial does not hurt;  
it is the settled confidence that looks past the immediate pain of the trial to its intended result. James 
does not say count it all pleasant or count it all painless; he says count it all joy, because the joy is 
located in the outcome — the patience, and the perfect and entire character that patience produces — 
rather than in the experience of the trial itself. This is the same forward-looking joy that the writer of 
Hebrews commends in enduring the cross for the joy that was set before him, and the same reframing 
that Paul performs in Romans 5 and that Peter performs in 1 Peter 1:6–7. The community that reads  
count it all joy as an invitation to false cheerfulness has misread the verse; the community that reads it 
as a summons to see past the trial to its purpose has understood it.

“If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth 
not”: This signifies The Divine Generosity That Gives Wisdom Without Reproach Is the Most 
Direct Available Contrast to Every Form of Begrudging Human Giving That Counts the Cost of 
Its Own Gift.

The description of God as one who gives liberally and upbraideth not is aimed directly at the believer’s  
fear that asking for help in the midst of a trial will be met with rebuke — the fear that God’s generosity,  
like so much human generosity, comes with an implicit reminder of the debt it creates. James removes 
that fear at the root: the asking itself is welcomed, and the answer is not conditioned on the asker’s 
worthiness to receive it, only on the manner of the asking, which verse 6 will specify as undivided 
faith.  The picture of God as the giver who does not upbraid stands behind the whole letter’s later 
insistence that every good gift and every perfect gift is from above — the God who is approached in 
trial is the same God whose character is unmixed generosity.



“A double minded man is unstable in all his ways”: This signifies The Double-Minded Man 
Whose Loyalty Is Divided Between God and the World Is the Wave-Tossed Opposite of the 
Steadfast Endurance That the Trial Is Designed to Produce.

The double-minded man (dipsychos) named in verse 8 is the structural opposite of the perfect and 
entire character of verse 4: where the one who lets patience have her perfect work becomes whole, 
lacking nothing, the double-minded man is divided against himself, unstable in all his ways because his 
allegiance is split between the God he addresses in prayer and the world whose values continue to 
govern  his  expectations.  The wave  of  the  sea  driven with  the  wind and tossed  is  the  most  vivid  
available image of this instability: the wave has no independent direction, no settled course, only the  
direction imposed on it from outside by whatever wind happens to be blowing. James will return to this 
same diagnosis in James 4:8, purify your hearts, ye double minded, establishing the double mind as one 
of the letter’s controlling categories for the faith that fails under trial rather than enduring it.

What This Means for Us Today

1. Receive the Trials of the Present Season as the Proving Ground of a Faith Whose Endurance Is 
Being Matured Rather Than as the Random Misfortune of an Indifferent World: The count it all 
joy is  the most  counterintuitive  instruction in  the passage for  a  contemporary community of  faith 
formed by a culture that treats every hardship as an unqualified evil to be eliminated as quickly as 
possible. James does not counsel the avoidance of the trial or the denial of its difficulty; he counsels the 
reframing of the trial as the proving ground of a faith whose endurance is being matured toward the  
perfect and entire character that lacks nothing. The diagnostic question for the contemporary believer 
facing trial is not whether the trial can be escaped but whether its designed work — the patience that 
trial alone can produce — is being allowed to run its full course.

2.  Ask for Wisdom in the Undivided Faith That Does Not Waver, Trusting the Generous God 
Who  Gives  Without  Reproach  Rather  Than  the  Double-Minded  Instability  That  Expects 
Nothing: The if any of you lack wisdom is an open invitation that the contemporary believer facing a 
trial without knowing how to respond to it should take at face value: the wisdom needed to interpret 
and to navigate the trial is available for the asking, from a God whose generosity does not attach a  
reproach to the gift. The obstacle is rarely the reluctance of God to give; it is the double-mindedness of 
the asker, the wave-tossed instability that asks God for wisdom while continuing to trust the world’s  
counsel as the real and final authority. The undivided faith that James commends is not the absence of 
doubt as an emotion but the settled orientation of trust that does not let the world’s wind determine its  
course.

How This Relates to Today

The count it all joy stands in the sharpest possible contrast to a therapeutic culture that has come to  
treat discomfort itself as the primary evil to be managed and minimized. James, like Paul in Romans 
5:3–4 and Peter in 1 Peter 1:6–7, refuses to let the contemporary aversion to difficulty have the last 
word on what trial means: the trial is not merely tolerated as an unfortunate feature of life but actively 
valued as  the mechanism by which endurance,  and through endurance,  maturity,  is  produced.  The 
contemporary community of faith that has absorbed the assumption that a good God would remove 



every trial has not yet reckoned with James’s insistence that the trial, rightly endured, is itself among 
the good gifts that produce the completeness for which the believer was made.

The double-minded man unstable in all his ways is also one of the most directly diagnostic images in 
the New Testament for the contemporary experience of divided allegiance — the believer who prays 
for wisdom on Sunday and consults the world’s counsel exclusively on Monday, who asks God for 
direction while  already having decided to  follow whichever  direction  the  surrounding culture,  the 
market, or the crowd happens to be blowing. Jesus’ own words that no man can serve two masters 
(Matthew 6:24) name the same condition that James diagnoses as double-mindedness, and both texts 
insist that the divided heart is not a stable middle position between faith and the world but an inherently 
unstable one, moved by whatever wind is blowing at the moment.

Key Lesson:  *The opening section establishes the chapter’s governing logic: the trial that produces 
endurance, the endurance that produces the perfect and entire character wanting nothing, the wisdom 
freely  given by the  God who upbraids  not,  and the  double-minded instability  that  fails  to  receive 
because it has not asked in the undivided faith the promise requires — establishing from the first verses 
that the whole of the Christian life under trial is a single connected chain from testing to maturity.*

James 1:9–18

The Reversal of the Rich and the Poor, and the Father of Lights Who Sends Only Good Gifts

(9) Let the brother of low degree rejoice in that he is exalted:

(10) But the rich, in that he is made low:

because as the flower of the grass he shall pass away.

(11) For the sun is no sooner risen with a burning heat,

but it withereth the grass, and the flower thereof falleth,

and the grace of the fashion of it perisheth:

so also shall the rich man fade away in his ways.

(12) Blessed is the man that endureth temptation:

for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of life,

which the Lord hath promised to them that love him.

(13) Let no man say when he is tempted, I am tempted of God:

for God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth he any man:

(14) But every man is tempted, when he is drawn away of his own lust, and enticed.

(15) Then when lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin:

and sin, when it is finished, bringeth forth death.

(16) Do not err, my beloved brethren.

(17) Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above,



and cometh down from the Father of lights,

with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning.

(18) Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth,

that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.

The Context

The reversal of rank in verses 9–10 — the brother of low degree exalted, the rich made low — applies 
the eschatological reversal familiar from the wisdom and prophetic tradition (1 Samuel 2:7–8; Luke 
1:52–53) to the specific social situation of the scattered congregations, where wealth and status outside 
the church did not necessarily translate into honor inside it. The flower of the grass that withers under 
the sun’s burning heat is the image James borrows from Isaiah 40:6–8 and Psalm 103:15–16: the rich  
man’s prosperity, however impressive its fashion, perishes as quickly and as completely as a wildflower 
scorched by the noon sun. This is the first appearance of a concern — the moral peril of wealth and the  
exploitation of the poor by the rich — that James will return to at length in chapters 2 and 5.

Verse 12, blessed is the man that endureth temptation, functions as the hinge of the whole section, 
gathering up the endurance and trial language of verses 2–4 into a beatitude and pivoting toward the 
crown of life that the Lord hath promised to them that love him — the eschatological reward that gives 
the present endurance its ultimate worth. But the word behind temptation here (peirasmos) is the same 
word translated temptations in verse 2, and James uses the hinge verse to pivot into the single most  
important theological clarification in the chapter: the same trial that tests and matures faith can also 
become, from a different  angle,  the temptation that  entices  toward sin,  and the chapter  must  now 
distinguish carefully between the two so that God is not blamed for the second.

Let no man say when he is tempted, I am tempted of God of verse 13 forecloses the most natural but  
most theologically damaging misreading of the trial-language of verses 2–12: if God sends the trial, 
does God also send the temptation to sin that can arise within it? James answers with unambiguous 
precision: God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth he any man. The origin of temptation is  
relocated entirely to the human interior — every man is tempted, when he is drawn away of his own 
lust, and enticed — using the imagery of a hunter’s bait and snare (enticed, deleazomenos) to describe 
how one’s own desire, left unchecked, lures the will toward destruction from within rather than being 
imposed from without.

The conception imagery of verse 15 — lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin; and sin, when it is 
finished, bringeth forth death — traces a grim genealogy in miniature: desire conceives, sin is born, and 
sin, allowed to grow to its full term, gives birth in turn to death. This perverse birth is the deliberate 
dark mirror of the true birth described in verse 18, of his own will begat he us with the word of truth,  
where God’s will, rather than human lust, is the generative power, and the word of truth, rather than sin, 
is the generative agent, producing not death but firstfruits — the first and representative portion of a 
greater harvest still to come (compare Romans 8:23; Revelation 14:4).



Standing between these two births is verse 17, every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and 
cometh down from the Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning — 
one of the most  theologically dense statements of  divine immutability in the New Testament.  The 
Father of lights, likely evoking the sun, moon, and stars whose light shifts with the turning of the 
heavens and casts  shadows as  it  moves,  is  himself  unshifting:  no variableness,  neither  shadow of 
turning. The God who cannot be tempted with evil in verse 13 is the same God whose giving in verse  
17 is entirely and only good — the theological anchor that makes sense of both the negative claim (God 
does not tempt) and the positive claim (God only gives good gifts) as two sides of a single unchanging 
character.

Plain American English

Believers who are poor should be glad, for God has given them high position. And those who are rich 
should be glad, for God has humbled them. Their wealth will fade away like a flower in the field. The 
hot sun rises and scorches the grass; the flower withers and its beauty fades. So the rich will fade away  
with all  of  their  achievements.  Blessed are those who patiently  endure testing and temptation,  for 
afterward they  will  receive  the  crown of  life  that  God has  promised to  those  who love  him.  And 
remember, no one who is tempted should ever say, “God is tempting me.” God is never tempted to do 
wrong, and he never tempts anyone else. Temptation comes from our own desires, which entice us and 
drag us away. These desires give birth to sinful actions, and when sin is allowed to grow, it gives birth  
to death. So don’t be misled, my dear brothers and sisters. Whatever is good and perfect is a gift  
coming down to us from God our Father, who created all the lights in the heavens. He never changes or 
casts a shifting shadow. He chose to give birth to us by giving us his true word, and we became his 
prized possession, a kind of firstfruits of all he created.

Key Observations

“As the flower of the grass he shall pass away”: This signifies The Borrowed Isaianic Image of the 
Withering Flower Applies the Prophetic Verdict on All Human Glory to the Specific Social Peril 
of Wealth Inside the Scattered Congregations.

The flower of the grass image, drawn directly from Isaiah 40:6–8 and echoed in Psalm 103:15–16, was 
originally a statement about the frailty of all human life set against the enduring word of the LORD; 
James narrows its application to the specific temptation of wealth, warning the rich brother that the 
very prosperity that secures his status outside the congregation will fade as quickly and as completely  
as a wildflower under the noon sun. The rich man fade away in his ways adds a further edge: it is not  
only his wealth that fades but his ways, his manner of life built around that wealth, that perishes with it.  
The verse anticipates the extended indictment of the oppressive rich in James 5:1–6, where the fading 
of verse 11 becomes the weeping and howling of the wealth that has rotted and the garments that are 
motheaten.

“God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth he any man”: This signifies The Precise 
Theological Distinction Between the Trial That God Sends to Produce Endurance and the 
Temptation That Arises From the Believer’s Own Lust Is the Most Important Safeguard Against 
Blaming God for Sin.



The clarification of verse 13 is doing essential theological work: without it, the trial-language of verses 
2–12 could be misread as license to trace every temptation to sin back to God’s own sending, since the 
same  underlying  word  covers  both  trial  and  temptation.  James  forecloses  that  misreading  with 
maximum precision — God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth he any man — and relocates 
the origin of temptation entirely within the human person: every man is tempted, when he is drawn 
away of his own lust, and enticed. The hunting imagery of being drawn away and enticed describes  
desire  as  bait  that  lures  the  will  toward  a  trap  it  did  not  have  to  walk  into,  placing  full  moral  
responsibility on the one who is lured rather than on the trial itself or on the God who permits it.

“Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, 
with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning”: This signifies The Immutable 
Goodness of the Father of Lights Is the Theological Anchor That Makes Sense of Both the 
Negative Claim That God Does Not Tempt and the Positive Claim That Every Good Gift 
Descends From Him Alone.

The Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning, is the most theologically 
concentrated  title  in  the  chapter:  it  evokes  the  sun,  moon,  and  stars  that  God  created  and  that 
themselves wax and wane, rise and set, and cast lengthening and shortening shadows as the heavens 
turn, only to declare that the Creator of those shifting lights is not himself subject to any of their  
variation. This immutability is not an abstract metaphysical claim inserted for its own sake; it is the 
direct theological ground of verse 13’s claim that God cannot be tempted with evil, and it is what  
makes every good gift and every perfect gift a reliable and exhaustive description of everything that 
comes from him — nothing shifting, nothing shadowed, nothing mixed with evil, ever descends from 
the Father of lights.

What This Means for Us Today

1. Hold Wealth and Poverty Alike as Passing Conditions Whose True Weight Is Measured Only 
by the Eschatological Reversal That Exalts the Lowly and Humbles the Rich: The rich man fade 
away in his ways is a direct challenge to any contemporary community of faith that has come to treat  
financial security as the reliable marker of divine favor or of a life well lived. James does not condemn 
wealth as such, but he insists that the rich brother’s glory in his riches must be tempered by the same 
realism that governs every wildflower’s brief season in the sun, while the brother of low degree is  
invited to rejoice in an exaltation that has nothing to do with his bank balance. The contemporary 
believer, rich or poor, is called to hold material circumstance loosely, measuring true worth by the 
crown of life rather than by the fading fashion of present prosperity.

2.  Interrupt the Genealogy of Lust, Sin, and Death at Its Earliest Stage Rather Than Blaming 
God for a Temptation That Arises From Within, Trusting Instead in the Father of Lights Who 
Sends Only Good and Perfect Gifts:  The lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin genealogy is a 
diagnostic tool for the contemporary believer who wants to interrupt sin before it reaches its full and 
deadly term: the process begins not with the external circumstance of the trial but with the internal 
entertainment of desire, and the earliest possible point of interruption is always the most effective. At  
the same time, the believer who has been drawn away and enticed is called to remember that the 
drawing away originates in the self,  not in God, whose consistent character as the Father of lights 
guarantees that whatever comes from him is unmixed good — a truth that removes both the excuse of 
blaming God and the despair of thinking that God’s gifts cannot be trusted.



How This Relates to Today

The reversal of the rich and the poor stands in sharp tension with a contemporary culture, inside the 
church as well as outside it,  that continues to read material prosperity as evidence of blessing and  
material want as evidence of its absence. James’s appropriation of Isaiah’s withering flower refuses that 
reading: the rich man’s achievements fade as surely as any flower in the field, and the true and lasting 
exaltation belongs to the brother of low degree who has nothing else to boast in but the position God  
has given him. The contemporary community that measures spiritual health by financial metrics has not 
yet absorbed the logic of verses 9–11.

The distinction between trial and temptation is also one of the most practically necessary clarifications 
for the contemporary believer navigating a culture eager to externalize responsibility for sin — to 
attribute wrongdoing to circumstance, to upbringing, to the pressures of the moment, to anyone or 
anything other than one’s own desire. James’s insistence that every man is tempted, when he is drawn 
away of his own lust, and enticed does not deny that circumstances can be difficult; it insists that the 
moral  responsibility  for  succumbing  to  temptation  cannot  be  relocated  outside  the  person  who  is 
tempted, any more than it can be relocated onto the God who cannot be tempted with evil and tempts 
no one.

Key Lesson: *The central section moves through the reversal of rich and poor under the image of the 
withering flower, to the crucial theological clarification that God sends trials to produce endurance but 
never sends the temptation that produces sin, tracing instead the grim genealogy of lust conceiving sin 
and sin bringing forth death — and setting against that genealogy the immutable Father of lights, with 
whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning, who begets by his own will a people born not of 
lust and death but of the word of truth, a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.*

James 1:19–27

Swift to Hear, Slow to Speak: The Engrafted Word and the Religion That Visits the Fatherless

(19) Wherefore, my beloved brethren,

let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath:

(20) For the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God.

(21) Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness,

and receive with meekness the engrafted word,

which is able to save your souls.

(22) But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only,

deceiving your own selves.

(23) For if any be a hearer of the word, and not a doer,



he is like unto a man beholding his natural face in a glass:

(24) For he beholdeth himself, and goeth his way,

and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was.

(25) But whoso looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein,

he being not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work,

this man shall be blessed in his deed.

(26) If any man among you seem to be religious,

and bridleth not his tongue, but deceiveth his own heart,

this man’s religion is vain.

(27) Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this,

to visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction,

and to keep himself unspotted from the world.

The Context

The wherefore that opens verse 19 draws a direct practical conclusion from the preceding section: 
because every good gift, including the word of truth that begets new life, comes from the unchanging 
Father of lights, the community that has received that word should be marked by a corresponding 
discipline of speech and temper — swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath. This triad echoes the 
wisdom tradition’s  repeated warnings against  the fool  who is  quick to  answer and quick to  anger 
(Proverbs 29:20; 14:29) and immediately grounds the ethical demand in a theological claim: the wrath 
of man worketh not the righteousness of God. Human anger, however righteous it may feel from the 
inside, is not a reliable instrument for producing the righteousness that God requires.

The image of verse 21, lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness, pictures moral impurity as  
a soiled garment to be stripped off, making room for the reception of the engrafted word (emphytos 
logos) — a word already implanted, like a seed sown in good soil, that is able to save your souls if it is  
received with meekness rather than resisted or crowded out by the filthiness just discarded. The organic 
image of the implanted word anticipates the parable of the sower and prepares directly for the mirror 
illustration that follows, since a planted word, like a seed, is meant to grow into visible fruit rather than 
remain a static possession of the hearer’s mind.

The mirror illustration of verses 22–25 is the most memorable image in the chapter: the man who hears  
the word without doing it is like a man beholding his natural face in a glass, who sees himself clearly 
enough but goeth his way and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was. The mirror does not 
fail to show the truth; the failure is entirely in the hearer, who receives an accurate impression and then  
allows it to vanish without effect. Against this forgetful hearer stands the one who looketh into the 
perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein — the verb parakypsas suggesting a careful, sustained 
stooping to examine closely, not a passing glance — who is blessed in his deed precisely because the  
seeing has issued in doing rather than dissolving into forgetfulness.



The warning of verse 26, if any man among you seem to be religious, and bridleth not his tongue, but  
deceiveth his own heart, this man’s religion is vain, applies the doers-not-hearers-only principle to the 
single organ James will devote an entire chapter to later in the letter: the tongue. Religious appearance 
without a bridled tongue is self-deception, not piety, and the warning functions as a hinge toward James 
3’s  extended  treatment  of  the  tongue  as  a  small  member  that  boasts  great  things.  The  chapter’s 
climactic definition in verse 27, pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, to visit 
the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world, names the  
two  poles  of  authentic  religion:  active  compassion  directed  outward  toward  the  most  vulnerable 
members  of  society,  and  personal  integrity  maintained  against  the  corrupting  pressure  of  the 
surrounding world — the doing and the keeping that together constitute the pure religion the chapter  
has been building toward from its first verse.

Plain American English

Understand this, my dear brothers and sisters: You must all be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow 
to get angry. Human anger does not produce the righteousness God desires. So get rid of all the filth 
and evil in your lives, and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you. But don’t just 
listen to God’s word. You must do what it says. Otherwise, you are only fooling yourselves. For if you 
listen to the word and don’t obey, it is like glancing at your face in a mirror. You see yourself, walk 
away, and forget what you look like. But if you look carefully into the perfect law that sets you free, and 
if you do what it says and don’t forget what you have heard, then God will bless you for doing it. If you 
claim to be religious but  don’t  control your tongue, you are fooling yourself,  and your religion is 
worthless. Pure and genuine religion in the sight of God the Father means caring for orphans and 
widows in their distress and refusing to let the world corrupt you.

Key Observations

“Let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath”: This signifies The Triad of Quick 
Hearing, Slow Speech, and Slow Anger Is the Practical Discipline That the Reception of the 
Engrafted Word Requires of a Community That Has Received It.

The triad of verse 19 orders the community’s conduct according to a clear priority: hearing comes first 
and comes quickly, speech comes second and comes slowly, and anger comes last and comes slowest of 
all,  if  it  comes  at  all.  The  ordering  matters  because  it  reverses  the  instinctive  sequence  of  the 
undisciplined person, who speaks and grows angry before genuinely hearing what has been said. James 
grounds the discipline theologically rather than merely pragmatically: the wrath of man worketh not the 
righteousness of God, meaning that  human anger,  however justified it  may feel in the moment,  is 
simply the wrong tool for producing the righteousness that the community is meant to display — a 
claim that anticipates the full treatment of the untamable tongue in James 3:1–12.

“He is like unto a man beholding his natural face in a glass: for he beholdeth himself, and goeth 
his way, and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was”: This signifies The Self-
Deceived Hearer Who Forgets His Own Reflection the Moment He Turns Away Is the Most Vivid 
Available Picture of a Faith That Receives Truth Without Allowing It to Take Effect.



The mirror illustration works precisely because the mirror itself is blameless: it shows the man’s natural 
face accurately, and the fault lies entirely in what he does after seeing it, which is nothing — he goeth 
his way, and straightway forgetteth. James is describing a failure not of revelation but of retention and 
response:  the  word heard in  worship,  understood in  the  moment,  evaporates  the  instant  its  hearer 
returns to ordinary life, leaving no trace on conduct. The contrasting figure of verse 25, who looketh 
into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, is blessed not merely for hearing accurately but 
for allowing the accurate hearing to become a doer of the work, establishing that James’s entire quarrel  
is not with hearing the word but with hearing it and then behaving as though one had not.

“Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, to visit the fatherless and widows 
in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world”: This signifies The Definition of 
Pure Religion as Active Compassion Toward the Fatherless and Widows Joined to Personal 
Integrity Unspotted From the World Is the Interpretive Key to the Whole Letter’s Ethical Vision.

Verse 27 is the chapter’s climactic sentence and one of the most quoted verses in the entire letter,  
because  it  names  with  maximum  concreteness  what  the  doers-of-the-word  principle  of  verse  22 
actually looks like in practice. Pure religion is defined by two movements that together prevent it from 
collapsing into either bare activism or bare private piety: to visit the fatherless and widows in their  
affliction is outward-facing compassion directed at those with the least social power to reciprocate it, 
echoing the Old Testament’s repeated concern for the orphan and the widow (Deuteronomy 10:18; 
Isaiah 1:17), while to keep himself unspotted from the world is inward-facing integrity that refuses to 
let the surrounding culture’s values corrupt the believer’s own character. Religion that does only the 
first without the second becomes worldly activism; religion that does only the second without the first 
becomes sterile withdrawal. James insists on both together as the single, undivided practice of pure 
religion.

What This Means for Us Today

1. Practice the Discipline of Swift Hearing, Slow Speech, and Slow Anger as the Concrete Bridle 
on the Tongue That a Community Formed by the Engrafted Word Is Called to Display: The swift 
to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath triad is a direct and practical corrective for a contemporary culture 
of instant reaction, in which speech and anger routinely outrun genuine listening by the space of a 
single notification. The contemporary community of faith is called to reverse this instinct deliberately:  
to receive what is said in full before responding to it, to let speech follow reflection rather than precede 
it, and to treat anger as the last and most carefully guarded response rather than the first and most 
immediate one, remembering that the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God no matter  
how justified that wrath may feel.

2. Let Pure Religion Be Measured by the Concrete Double Test of Active Compassion Toward the 
Fatherless and Widows and Personal Integrity Unspotted From the World, Refusing Either Test 
Alone  as  a  Substitute  for  the  Other:  The  pure  religion  and  undefiled  of  verse  27  gives  the 
contemporary church a concrete, two-part diagnostic that resists every attempt to reduce religion to a 
single dimension: has this community’s faith produced active, practical compassion toward those with 
no capacity to repay it — the modern equivalents of the fatherless and the widow — and has that same 
faith produced a personal integrity that has not been quietly reshaped by the values of the surrounding 
culture? A religion that excels at the first test while failing the second, or excels at the second while 



failing the first, has not yet met the standard that James calls pure and undefiled before God and the  
Father.

How This Relates to Today

The mirror illustration of the forgetful hearer speaks with particular force to a contemporary church 
saturated  with  religious  content  —  sermons,  podcasts,  devotionals,  conferences  —  consumed  in 
quantities that James’s original readers could hardly have imagined, and yet no more automatically 
translated into transformed conduct than the brief glance of his own illustration. The contemporary 
temptation  is  to  mistake  the  frequency  of  hearing  for  the  fact  of  doing,  to  assume  that  repeated 
exposure to the word constitutes obedience to it, when James insists that only the one who looketh into 
the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, being not a forgetful hearer but a doer of the work, is 
blessed in his deed.

The definition of pure religion in verse 27 also anticipates the letter’s most famous and most contested 
claim in chapter 2, that faith without works is dead: the visiting of the fatherless and widows in their 
affliction is precisely the kind of visible work that James will insist cannot be separated from genuine 
faith without faith itself dying in the separation. The chapter that opened with a trial to be counted as 
joy closes with a religion to be practiced in deed, and the whole letter’s ethical  vision — patient  
endurance under trial, wisdom sought from above, speech disciplined and anger restrained, and religion 
proved in compassion and integrity — is compressed into this single closing sentence.

Key Lesson:  *The closing section moves from the practical discipline of swift hearing, slow speech, 
and slow wrath, through the reception of the engrafted word that must be done and not merely heard,  
illustrated by the mirror that  shows the forgetful  hearer his  own face only to have it  vanish from 
memory, to the climactic definition of pure religion and undefiled — the visiting of the fatherless and 
widows in their affliction joined to the keeping of oneself unspotted from the world — establishing that 
the chapter’s whole movement from trial to wisdom to speech has been building toward this single,  
concrete, undivided practice of active compassion and personal integrity.*

Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We close James chapter 1 having received the most practical available summons to a faith that is 
tested, matured, and proved in deed. We have heard the count it all joy that reframes our trials as the 
proving ground of an endurance that makes us perfect and entire, wanting nothing, and the wisdom 
that you give to all men liberally, and upbraid not, to those who ask in the undivided faith that does not 
waver like a wave of the sea. We have heard the warning against the double-minded man unstable in 
all his ways, and the reminder that the rich man’s glory fades as quickly as the flower of the grass.



Lord, let us never say when we are tempted, I am tempted of God, for we know that every good gift and 
every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from you, the Father of lights, with whom is no 
variableness, neither shadow of turning. Interrupt in us the genealogy of lust that conceives sin and of 
sin that brings forth death, and remind us instead that you have begotten us by your own will with the 
word of truth, a kind of firstfruits of your creatures.

And let us be swift to hear, slow to speak, and slow to wrath, receiving with meekness the engrafted 
word which is able to save our souls. Make us doers of the word and not hearers only, deceiving our 
own selves, and let the pure religion and undefiled before you be found in us: to visit the fatherless and 
widows in their affliction, and to keep ourselves unspotted from the world.

In Jesus’ name — in the name of the One who endured every trial without sin, who is himself the perfect 
gift come down from the Father of lights, and in whom the engrafted word finds its truest and fullest 
doing — Amen.

Introduction to James Chapter 2
Faith That Works: Impartial Love, the Royal Law of Liberty, and the Faith That Is Proved by 

Deeds

Chapter 1 closed with the definition of pure religion as the visiting of the fatherless and widows in their 
affliction joined to a life kept unspotted from the world — the doing that James insists genuine faith  
cannot fail  to produce. Chapter 2 takes up that closing definition and tests it  against two concrete 
failures  of  practice  that  were  evidently  troubling  the  scattered  congregations:  the  sin  of  showing 
partiality to the rich and despising the poor within the assembly itself, and the deeper danger of a 
merely verbal faith that professes orthodox belief while producing no discernible fruit of obedience. 
Where chapter 1 established the letter's governing logic in the abstract — trial, endurance, wisdom, and 
the word that must be done and not merely heard — chapter 2 supplies the letter's two most searching  
case studies of what happens when that logic is refused.

The first half of the chapter, verses 1 through 13, confronts a specific and evidently recurring scene in 
the gathered assembly: a man with a gold ring and goodly apparel is ushered to a good place while a 
poor man in vile raiment is told to stand or to sit on the floor. James names this favoritism for what it is  
— a violation of the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, and a form of judging with evil  
thoughts — and grounds his rebuke in two arguments: that God himself has chosen the poor of this 
world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom, and that the royal law, love thy neighbour as thyself,  
cannot be kept selectively, since whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, is  
guilty  of  all.  The  section  closes  with  the  sobering  courtroom principle  that  governs  the  whole  of 
James's ethics: he shall have judgment without mercy, that hath shewed no mercy, but mercy rejoiceth 
against judgment.



The second half of the chapter, verses 14 through 26, is the most theologically contested passage in the  
entire letter: what doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can 
faith save him? James answers with the letter's most famous and most misunderstood sentence — faith 
without works is dead, being alone — and defends it with two examples drawn from opposite ends of 
Israel's story and opposite ends of its social order: Abraham, the father of the faithful, justified by 
works when he offered Isaac upon the altar, and Rahab the harlot, justified by works when she received 
the spies and sent them out another way. The chapter closes with the analogy that has anchored the 
whole discussion from its first verse: as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith also without works 
is dead.

James's  language  of  justification  by  works  in  this  chapter  has,  since  the  Reformation,  been  read 
alongside Paul's insistence in Romans and Galatians that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of 
the law, and the two texts are not in fact answering the same question. Paul is refuting the notion that a 
sinner earns a right standing before God by the works of the law; James is refuting the notion that a  
bare, notional assent to true propositions about God — a faith that even the devils also believe, and 
tremble — can be called saving faith at all if it never issues in action. The chapter's argument is not that 
works add anything to the ground of salvation, but that they are the necessary and inevitable evidence 
that the faith which grounds it is alive rather than dead, genuine rather than merely professed, the same 
faith that chapter 1 already described as the engrafted word that must be done and not merely heard.

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We come to James chapter 2 knowing how easily our own hearts fall into the sin it names first: the 
respect of persons that welcomes the man in goodly apparel to the good place while it tells the poor 
man to stand, or to sit under our footstool. Search us, Lord, for every quiet partiality we have shown to 
power, to wealth, to appearance, and to influence, and remind us that you have chosen the poor of this 
world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which you have promised to them that love you.

Teach us to fulfil the royal law according to the scripture, thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself, 
remembering that whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, is guilty of all, and 
that we ourselves shall be judged by the law of liberty. Let mercy rejoice against judgment in us, for we 
have received a mercy we did not earn and cannot repay.

And Lord, let our faith never be the faith of the devils, who believe and tremble but do not obey. Let us 
not say we have faith while a brother or sister goes naked and destitute of daily food, and we send them 
away with empty words. Make our faith the faith of Abraham, who was justified by works when he 



offered up his son, and the faith of Rahab, who was justified by works when she received your 
messengers — a faith that is alive, and not dead, being alone.

In Jesus' name, Amen.

James 2:1–13

The Sin of Partiality and the Royal Law of Liberty

(1) My brethren, have not the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with respect of 
persons.

(2) For if there come unto your assembly a man with a gold ring, in goodly apparel,

and there come in also a poor man in vile raiment;

(3) And ye have respect to him that weareth the gay clothing, and say unto him, Sit thou here in 
a good place;

and say to the poor, Stand thou there, or sit here under my footstool:

(4) Are ye not then partial in yourselves, and are become judges of evil thoughts?

(5) Hearken, my beloved brethren, Hath not God chosen the poor of this world rich in faith,

and heirs of the kingdom which he hath promised to them that love him?

(6) But ye have despised the poor. Do not rich men oppress you, and draw you before the 
judgment seats?

(7) Do not they blaspheme that worthy name by the which ye are called?

(8) If ye fulfil the royal law according to the scripture, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself, 
ye do well:

(9) But if ye have respect to persons, ye commit sin, and are convinced of the law as 
transgressors.

(10) For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all.

(11) For he that said, Do not commit adultery, said also, Do not kill.

Now if thou commit no adultery, yet if thou kill, thou art become a transgressor of the law.

(12) So speak ye, and so do, as they that shall be judged by the law of liberty.

(13) For he shall have judgment without mercy, that hath shewed no mercy; and mercy rejoiceth 
against judgment.

The Context



The my brethren that opens verse 1 signals a direct continuation from the closing definition of pure 
religion in 1:27, applying the demand for a faith that visits and keeps itself unspotted immediately to 
the gathered assembly's own internal practice. Have not the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of 
glory, with respect of persons yokes the title Lord of glory — one of the highest christological titles in 
the New Testament, echoing 1 Corinthians 2:8 — directly to the prohibition against partiality, so that  
the sin in view is not merely a breach of etiquette but a practical contradiction of who Jesus is. The  
Greek behind respect of persons, prosopolempsia, literally the receiving of the face, names the very act 
the following verses will dramatize: judging a person's worth by an external and visible feature rather 
than by the reality that faith discerns.

The scene of verses 2–4 is drawn with almost theatrical precision: a man with a gold ring, in goodly 
apparel  enters the assembly and is  immediately shown to a good place,  while a poor man in vile 
raiment is told, Stand thou there, or sit here under my footstool. The assembly in view (synagoge, the  
only use of this term for the Christian gathering in the New Testament) suggests a still-developing 
distinction between the church and the synagogue from which many of James's readers had come, and 
the courtesy shown to visitors that was common to both settings has here curdled into a functioning 
caste system. James's verdict is severe: such discrimination makes the assembly's members judges of 
evil  thoughts,  kritai  dialogismon  poneron,  exposing  the  reasoning  behind  the  favoritism  —  the 
assumption that the rich man's favor is worth cultivating and the poor man's is not — as itself corrupt.

Verses 5–7 supply the theological ground for the rebuke: Hath not God chosen the poor of this world 
rich in faith, and heirs of the kingdom which he hath promised to them that love him? This is not a 
romanticizing of poverty as such but a pointed reversal of the assembly's own valuation, echoing the 
reversal of 1:9–11 and the whole of the biblical pattern in which God consistently chooses what the 
world despises (1 Corinthians 1:26–29). The irony James presses is exact: the very rich whom the 
assembly courts are, in James's own community's experience, the ones who oppress you, and draw you 
before the judgment seats, and who blaspheme that worthy name by the which ye are called — very 
likely a reference to the name of Christ invoked at baptism. The assembly is shown favoring precisely 
the class that persecutes it.

The royal law of verse 8, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself, drawn from Leviticus 19:18 and  
identified  by  Jesus  himself  as  the  second  great  commandment  (Matthew  22:39),  is  called  royal 
(basilikos) because it is the law of the kingdom just named in verse 5, and because it governs and sums 
up every other command touching one's duty to one's neighbor. But partiality cannot be reconciled with 
this law by treating it as one commandment among many that can be selectively obeyed: verse 10's 
whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all rests on the unity of  
the law as the expression of a single lawgiver's single will — the same reasoning verse 11 makes 
explicit by pairing the prohibitions against adultery and murder, since the God who forbids the one 
forbids the other, and transgression of either is transgression of him.

The section closes in verses 12–13 by naming the standard the assembly will itself face: the law of 
liberty already introduced in 1:25, and the courtroom principle that he shall have judgment without 
mercy, that hath shewed no mercy; and mercy rejoiceth against judgment. The logic is not a bare quid 
pro  quo  but  the  recognition  that  mercy shown or  withheld  reveals  whether  a  person  has  actually 



received the mercy the gospel offers; the one who has been shown mercy and understood it cannot, in 
the same act, withhold that same mercy from a poor brother without contradicting the very faith by 
which  he  stands.  Mercy  rejoiceth  against  judgment  closes  the  section  on  a  note  of  triumphant 
confidence rather than mere threat — mercy, wherever it is genuinely present, prevails.

Plain American English

My brothers and sisters, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism. Suppose 
a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in dirty, ragged 
clothes comes in also. If you give special attention and a good seat to the well-dressed man, but say to 
the poor man, 'You can stand over there,' or 'Sit on the floor by my feet,' haven't you discriminated 
among yourselves and made judgments based on evil motives? Listen, my dear brothers and sisters:  
hasn't God chosen the poor in this world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised to  
those who love him? But you have dishonored the poor. Isn't it the rich who oppress you and drag you 
into court? Aren't they the ones who slander the noble name of the one you belong to? Yes indeed, it is 
good when you obey the royal law as found in Scripture: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.' But if you  
favor some people over others, you are committing sin and are guilty of breaking the law. For the  
person who keeps all of the laws except one is as guilty as a person who has broken all of God's laws. 
For the same God who said, 'Do not commit adultery,' also said, 'Do not murder.' So if you murder 
someone  but  do  not  commit  adultery,  you  have  still  broken the  law.  So  whatever  you  say  or  do, 
remember that you will be judged by the law that sets you free. There will be no mercy for those who  
have not shown mercy to others. But if you have been merciful, God will be merciful when he judges  
you.

Key Observations

"have not the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with respect of persons": This 
signifies The Title Lord of Glory Attached to the Prohibition Against Partiality Makes Favoritism 
Not Merely a Breach of Manners but a Practical Contradiction of Who Jesus Is.

James does not simply forbid partiality as an unkindness; he forbids it as logically incompatible with 
the confession that Jesus is the Lord of glory. A community that bows to the visible glory of gold rings 
and goodly apparel while it stands before the true Lord of glory has substituted a lesser, counterfeit  
glory for the one that actually governs its worship. The title functions the same way Paul's use of it in 1 
Corinthians 2:8 does — as a marker of the surpassing, hidden majesty of the crucified and risen Christ  
— and its presence here means that every act of favoritism in the assembly is measured not against a 
code of etiquette but against the very glory the assembly claims to serve.

"Hath not God chosen the poor of this world rich in faith, and heirs of the kingdom which he 
hath promised to them that love him?": This signifies God's Own Pattern of Choosing What the 
World Despises Is the Theological Ground That Makes the Assembly's Favoritism Toward the 
Rich a Direct Inversion of Divine Valuation.

The rhetorical question of verse 5 does not romanticize poverty as inherently virtuous; it points to the 
consistent biblical pattern in which God chooses the poor, the weak, and the despised as the ordinary 



recipients of his kingdom (1 Corinthians 1:26–29; Luke 6:20), so that no one may boast in wealth or 
status as the ground of divine favor. When the assembly courts the rich man's gold ring and turns away 
the poor man in vile raiment, it does not merely commit a social error; it inverts the very pattern by 
which God himself has chosen to display his kingdom, favoring exactly the criterion — worldly wealth  
— that God has declined to make the basis of his choice.

"he shall have judgment without mercy, that hath shewed no mercy; and mercy rejoiceth against 
judgment": This signifies The Courtroom Principle That Mercy Withheld Returns as Judgment 
Without Mercy Is the Same Logic That Will Anchor the Faith-and-Works Argument of the 
Chapter's Second Half.

Verse 13 closes the partiality section with a principle that reaches beyond partiality alone: the mercy a  
person shows or withholds functions as evidence of whether that person has genuinely received and 
understood the mercy of God. This is not salvation earned by merciful acts, any more than the crown of  
life in 1:12 was earned by enduring temptation; it is the recognition that a heart truly changed by mercy 
received cannot,  without  contradiction,  withhold mercy from others  (compare  Matthew 18:23–35). 
Mercy rejoiceth against judgment previews the very logic the chapter will apply to faith and works: an 
inward reality that produces no corresponding outward fruit has not, in fact, taken hold of the heart it 
claims to occupy.

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Examine  Every  Quiet  Preference  Shown  to  Wealth,  Status,  and  Appearance  Within  the 
Gathered  Community  as  a  Direct  Test  of  Whether the  Faith  of  the  Lord of  Glory  Actually 
Governs Our Practice: The gold ring and goodly apparel of verse 2 have modern equivalents in every 
community of faith — the visitor whose profession, wardrobe, or connections earn an instant welcome, 
and  the  visitor  whose  evident  need  or  unfashionable  appearance  earns  polite  distance.  The 
contemporary community is called to examine not its stated convictions about impartiality but its actual 
patterns of attention, seating, welcome, and access, since James locates the sin precisely in the gap 
between the faith professed and the favoritism practiced.

2.  Let  the Royal  Law of  Loving the Neighbor as Oneself  Govern Every Interaction Without 
Selective Exemption, Remembering That the Law Broken in One Point Is Broken as a Whole: 
The whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all of verse 10 
resists  the  common  contemporary  strategy  of  measuring  one's  obedience  by  aggregate  score  — 
generous in this area, faithful in that one, and therefore excused in a third. James insists that love of 
neighbor is not a portfolio to be balanced but a single, unified law reflecting a single lawgiver, so that  
partiality  toward  the  poor  cannot  be  offset  by  faithfulness  in  prayer,  giving,  or  doctrine;  the 
contemporary believer is called to let mercy govern every point of contact with a neighbor, not merely 
the points that are convenient.

How This Relates to Today

The scene of verses 2–4 speaks with unsettling precision to a contemporary church culture in which 
visible markers of success — wardrobe, employment, education, social media following — continue to 



function as informal credentials for welcome and influence inside congregations that would explicitly 
deny  practicing  any  such  discrimination.  The  contemporary  community  that  reserves  its  warmest 
welcome, its leadership opportunities, and its platform for those who already carry worldly credibility, 
while treating the poor, the socially awkward, or the visibly struggling as a pastoral inconvenience, has 
reenacted the very scene James condemns, regardless of the doctrinal soundness of its stated theology 
of impartiality.

The mercy rejoiceth against judgment of verse 13 also speaks to a contemporary temptation toward a 
merciless zeal for correctness — theological, moral, or social — that forgets it has itself been shown a 
mercy it did not earn. James's warning applies with equal force to any community, however doctrinally  
precise,  that  has  begun to  withhold from others  the  mercy by which its  own members  stand;  the 
community  that  has  genuinely  reckoned  with  the  mercy  it  has  received  cannot,  without  self-
contradiction, become a community known chiefly for the judgment it dispenses.

Key Lesson: *The opening section moves from the direct prohibition against partiality grounded in the 
title Lord of glory, through the dramatized scene of the gold-ringed man welcomed and the poor man 
turned away, to the theological ground of God's own choosing of the poor rich in faith, and closes with 
the royal law that cannot be kept selectively and the courtroom principle that mercy shown or withheld  
reveals the true condition of the heart — establishing that the assembly's treatment of the poor and the  
rich is not a matter of etiquette but a direct test of whether the faith of the Lord of glory actually  
governs its practice.*

James 2:14–26

Faith Without Works Is Dead: Abraham, Rahab, and the Body Without the Spirit

(14) What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can 
faith save him?

(15) If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily food,

(16) And one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled;

notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful to the body; what doth it 
profit?

(17) Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone.

(18) Yea, a man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works:

shew me thy faith without thy works, and I will shew thee my faith by my works.

(19) Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble.

(20) But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith without works is dead?

(21) Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the 
altar?



(22) Seest thou how faith wrought with his works, and by works was faith made perfect?

(23) And the scripture was fulfilled which saith, Abraham believed God, and it was imputed 
unto him for righteousness:

and he was called the Friend of God.

(24) Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only.

(25) Likewise also was not Rahab the harlot justified by works, when she had received the 
messengers, and had sent them out another way?

(26) For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith also without works is dead.

The Context

The what doth it profit that opens verse 14 picks up the same diagnostic question that has run through  
the letter since 1:22 — not whether the word or the faith is heard or held, but whether it produces  
anything.  Though a  man say he hath  faith,  and have not  works? can faith  save him? is  carefully 
worded: James's target is a man say he hath faith, a merely verbal or notional claim, not faith itself, and 
the rhetorical question can faith save him expects the answer no, not because works supplement the 
ground of salvation but because the faith described — bare assertion without any accompanying deed 
— is not the kind of faith Scripture anywhere promises to save.

Verses 15–17 make the point concrete with the same kind of dramatized scene James used for partiality 
in verses 2–4: a brother or sister, naked, and destitute of daily food, is met not with material help but 
with the pious-sounding dismissal, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled — words that cost nothing 
and supply nothing. James's verdict, even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone, uses being 
alone (kath' heauten) to insist that faith divorced from works is not a lesser or weaker faith but an 
isolated one, cut off from the only soil in which living faith grows and shows itself, and therefore 
already dead, not merely dormant.

The imagined objector of verse 18, thou hast faith, and I have works, has been read two ways by  
interpreters, but either way the force of James's reply is the same: shew me thy faith without thy works,  
and I will shew thee my faith by my works insists that faith is not directly visible or verifiable in itself;  
it becomes visible only in the works it produces, the way an invisible root becomes visible only in the 
fruit it bears. Verse 19's thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, 
and tremble presses the point to its sharpest edge, taking the Shema itself, the central confession of 
Israel's  monotheism  (Deuteronomy  6:4),  and  showing  that  correct  doctrinal  content,  however 
foundational, is not sufficient to distinguish saving faith from the terrified, faithless assent of demons 
— the devils' orthodoxy produces trembling, not obedience.

Verses 21–24 turn to Abraham, our father, as the letter's central proof: was not Abraham our father  
justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar? James is not contradicting Genesis 
15:6, cited in verse 23 (Abraham believed God, and it was imputed unto him for righteousness), but  
reading Genesis 22 as the historical  demonstration and completion of the faith already credited in 
Genesis 15 — seest thou how faith wrought with his works, and by works was faith made perfect uses 
made perfect (eteleiothe) in the same sense as 1:4's perfect and entire: not faith improved upon, but  



faith brought to its full and visible maturity. Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not  
by faith only uses justified (dikaioo) in the sense of shown or vindicated to be righteous before human 
observation, the same sense the word carries in Matthew 11:19 and Luke 7:35, rather than the initial 
forensic declaration of righteousness before God that Paul defends in Romans 4 on the basis of the very 
same Genesis 15:6.

The turn to Rahab the harlot in verse 25 is deliberately jarring alongside Abraham: the father of the 
faithful and the Canaanite prostitute are named together as the two paradigm cases of works-vindicated 
faith, showing that the principle applies without regard to pedigree, gender, or moral history — Rahab's 
faith (Hebrews 11:31; Joshua 2) was shown not in a private assent but in the concrete, dangerous act of  
receiving the messengers, and had sent them out another way. The closing analogy of verse 26, as the  
body without the spirit is dead, so faith also without works is dead, returns to the being alone of verse  
17 with maximum clarity: works stand to faith as the animating spirit stands to the body — not an  
external addition to a thing already complete, but the very principle that distinguishes a living faith 
from a corpse that merely has the shape of one.

Plain American English

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds to show for 
it? Can that kind of faith save anyone? Suppose a brother or sister has no clothes and nothing to eat. If  
one of you says, 'Go in peace; stay warm and eat well,' but does not provide for their physical needs,  
what good does that do? In the same way, faith by itself, if it doesn't result in action, is dead. Now 
someone might argue, 'Some people have faith; others have good deeds.' But I say, how can you show 
me your faith if you don't have good deeds? I will show you my faith through my good deeds. You 
believe there is one God. Good for you! Even the demons believe this, and they tremble in terror. How 
foolish! Can't you see that faith without good deeds is useless? Don't you remember that our ancestor 
Abraham was shown to be right with God by his actions when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 
You see, his faith and his actions worked together. His actions made his faith complete.  And so it 
happened just  as  the  Scriptures  say:  'Abraham believed God,  and God counted  him as  righteous 
because of his faith.' He was even called the friend of God. So you see, we are shown to be right with 
God by what we do, not by faith alone. Rahab the prostitute is another example. She was shown to be 
right with God by her actions, when she hid those messengers and sent them safely away by a different  
road. Just as the body is dead without breath, so also faith is dead without good works.

Key Observations

"faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone": This signifies The Word Being Alone Names Not 
a Weaker Faith but an Isolated One, Cut Off From the Only Ground in Which a Living Faith 
Can Show Itself Genuine.

James's  diagnosis is  not  that  faith without  works is  a  diminished or  immature faith on its  way to 
something better; it is dead, already and completely, because being alone — separated from the works 
that are its natural and inevitable fruit — is precisely the condition of a corpse rather than a living 
organism.  The image anticipates  verse  26's  body-and-spirit  analogy and forecloses  any reading of 
James as merely urging believers to supplement an already sufficient faith with a few good deeds; the 



works in view are not decoration added to a complete faith but the vital sign by which a faith already 
alive is known to be alive at all.

"Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the 
altar? … by works was faith made perfect": This signifies James's Justified by Works Describes 
the Public Vindication of a Faith Already Credited in Genesis 15, Not a Second and Different 
Ground of Righteousness Before God.

The apparent tension between James's justified by works here and Paul's justified by faith without the 
deeds of the law in Romans 3–4 dissolves once each writer's use of justified is read in its own context: 
Paul is answering how a sinner is first declared righteous before God, and grounds that declaration in 
Genesis 15:6 alone; James is answering how a professed faith is shown, vindicated, and matured before 
the watching world, and points to Genesis 22 as the moment that faith already credited in Genesis 15 
became  visible  in  an  unmistakable  act  of  obedience.  Both  writers  cite  the  same  verse,  Abraham 
believed  God,  and  it  was  imputed  unto  him  for  righteousness,  because  both  are  describing  two 
necessary aspects of one and the same living faith rather than two competing systems of salvation.

"as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith also without works is dead": This signifies The 
Closing Analogy of Body and Spirit Makes Works Not an Addition to Faith but the Very 
Principle That Distinguishes a Faith That Lives From a Faith That Only Appears To.

The final sentence of the chapter returns to the being alone of verse 17 with the most vivid image 
available: a corpse retains every visible feature of a body — its shape, its face, its limbs — while 
lacking the one thing, the spirit, that makes it a living body rather than a lifeless one. Faith without  
works, James insists, is exactly this: it may retain every feature of orthodox confession while lacking 
the one thing that shows it to be alive, and the analogy closes the chapter's argument by refusing any 
middle category between a faith that works and a faith that is, for all its correct content, dead.

What This Means for Us Today

1. Test Every Profession of Faith, Including One's Own, by Whether It Has Produced Concrete 
Acts of Provision for the Naked and the Destitute Rather Than Words That Cost Nothing:  The 
depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled of verse 16 has an easy contemporary equivalent in every 
prayer offered for someone in need that substitutes for the practical help the pray-er is actually in a 
position  to  give  —  the  well-wishing  that  costs  nothing  and  supplies  nothing.  The  contemporary 
believer is called to let James's blunt question, what doth it profit, interrogate every religious sentiment  
that has not yet become a concrete act of provision, remembering that the naked and destitute brother or 
sister of verse 15 is named specifically because that is where verbal faith is most easily exposed as 
empty.

2. Resist Every Reduction of Faith to Correct Doctrinal Content Alone, Remembering That the 
Devils Also Believe, and Tremble, and Let Faith Be Known Instead by the Works That Bring It to 
Maturity:  The thou believest  that  there is  one God;  thou doest  well:  the devils  also believe,  and 
tremble  is  a  direct  and  uncomfortable  challenge  to  any  contemporary  confidence  that  theological 
precision is itself the marker of a saving faith. A congregation, or an individual believer, can hold an 



entirely correct confession — of the Trinity, of the resurrection, of the authority of Scripture — and still 
possess a faith no more alive than the trembling assent of a demon, if that confession has produced no  
Abraham-like  obedience and no Rahab-like  risk  on behalf  of  others;  the  contemporary test  James 
supplies is not what is believed but what the belief has done.

How This Relates to Today

The faith-and-works debate of this chapter continues to structure much of the contemporary church's 
anxiety about the relationship between grace and obedience, and the anxiety is frequently resolved 
badly in one of  two opposite directions:  either  works are quietly reintroduced as a  supplementary 
ground of acceptance before God,  contradicting Paul's  gospel  of  grace,  or  works are  dismissed as 
optional evidence of a faith whose reality is never actually tested, contradicting James's insistence that 
faith without works is dead. The contemporary community that has genuinely absorbed both Paul and 
James holds the two together as Scripture does: a faith that is the sole ground of a right standing before  
God, and a faith that, being genuine, invariably produces the visible works by which it is known to be 
genuine.

Rahab's inclusion alongside Abraham also speaks pointedly to a contemporary church still tempted to 
sort believers by pedigree, moral history, or respectability — the same partiality the chapter's first half 
already  condemned.  James  pairs  the  most  honored  patriarch  in  Israel's  history  with  a  Canaanite 
prostitute precisely because the principle he is establishing, faith proved by works, admits no exception 
for  background or  reputation;  the  contemporary community  that  quietly  reserves  its  confidence in 
someone's faith for those with a clean moral record has not yet reckoned with why James chose the two 
examples he did.

Key Lesson: *The closing section moves from the diagnostic question of what a merely professed faith 
profits, through the concrete scene of the naked and destitute brother sent away with empty words, to 
the demons' faith that believes and trembles without obeying, and closes with Abraham justified by 
works  when he  offered Isaac  and Rahab justified  by  works  when she  received the  messengers  — 
establishing through the final analogy of the body without the spirit that works are not an addition to 
faith but the very sign by which a faith that lives is distinguished from a faith that is, for all its correct  
content, already dead.*

Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We close James chapter 2 having been searched by the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, 
that will not tolerate the respect of persons we so easily practice — the quiet preference for the gold 



ring and the goodly apparel, the quiet distance kept from the poor man in vile raiment. Forgive us for 
the times we have been judges of evil thoughts, and remind us that you have chosen the poor of this 
world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom you have promised to them that love you.

Let the royal law, thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself, govern us without selective exemption, for 
we know that whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, is guilty of all. Let mercy 
rejoice against judgment in us, and let us never be found showing judgment without mercy to those who 
need the same mercy we ourselves have received.

And Lord, let our faith never be dead, being alone. When a brother or sister is naked and destitute of 
daily food, let us not send them away with words that cost us nothing, but let us show our faith by our 
works, as Abraham showed his when he offered Isaac upon the altar, and as Rahab showed hers when 
she received your messengers. Let our faith be a living faith, for as the body without the spirit is dead, 
so faith also without works is dead.

In Jesus' name — in the name of the Lord of glory who showed no respect of persons, who fulfilled the 
royal law perfectly on our behalf, and whose own perfect obedience is the works by which our faith, 
however small, is finally and fully justified — Amen.

Introduction to James Chapter 3
Bridling the Tongue and the Wisdom From Above: The Small Member That Boasts Great 

Things and the Meekness That Makes Peace

Chapter 2 closed with the analogy that as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith also without 
works is dead — establishing that a living faith must show itself in visible, tangible deeds. Chapter 3  
narrows that same principle to the single organ James has already flagged twice as the truest test of  
religion: the tongue. Having warned in 1:19 that every man should be swift to hear, slow to speak, and 
having declared in 1:26 that the man who bridleth not his tongue deceiveth his own heart and his 
religion is vain, James now devotes an entire chapter to the tongue's outsized danger and to the wisdom 
that alone can govern it, before turning in chapter 4 to the wars and fightings that an undisciplined 
tongue and an unbridled envy inevitably produce.

The first twelve verses take up the tongue directly, opening with a warning to those who would be 
many masters, or teachers, since the one who teaches invites the greater condemnation of a stricter 
judgment. James then piles up image after image to press the disproportion between the tongue's size 
and its power: the bit that turns the whole horse, the small helm that turns a great ship against fierce 
winds, the little fire that kindles a great forest, until the indictment lands with full force — the tongue is 
a fire, a world of iniquity, an unruly evil, full of deadly poison, which no man can tame. The section 
closes with the most searching observation in the chapter: the same mouth that blesses God the Father  
also curses men, which are made after the similitude of God, a contradiction James likens to a single 
fountain sending forth both sweet water and bitter.



The second half of the chapter, verses 13 through 18, answers the tongue's danger not with a technique 
for self-control but with a source: the wisdom from above. James contrasts two wisdoms by their fruit 
rather than by their claims — the earthly, sensual, devilish wisdom that produces bitter envying and 
strife, confusion and every evil work, and the wisdom that is from above, first pure, then peaceable,  
gentle, and easy to be intreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy.  
The chapter closes with the promise that the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make 
peace, tying the whole discussion of speech and wisdom to the peacemaking that chapter 4 will show is 
so conspicuously absent from a community at war with itself.

The chapter's underlying logic connects directly back to 1:19's swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to 
wrath and to  1:26's  warning against  the  man who seems religious  but  bridleth not  his  tongue:  an 
unbridled tongue is not a minor lapse in an otherwise sound faith but evidence, like unproductive works 
in chapter 2, that the wisdom governing a person's heart is earthly rather than heavenly. James does not 
offer the tongue as a problem to be solved by willpower — no man can tame the tongue by mere effort  
— but as a symptom whose only remedy is the wisdom from above, meek, peaceable, and pure, the  
same wisdom that 1:5 promised is given liberally to the one who asks in undivided faith.

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We come to James chapter 3 aware of how small a member the tongue is, and how great a matter it 
kindles. Forgive us for the many things wherein we offend, and for the times we have set on fire the 
course of our own lives and the lives of those around us with words we could not call back. We confess 
that no man can tame the tongue; only you can.

Lord, we do not ask you merely to help us control our speech, but to change the wisdom that governs 
our hearts, for we know that out of the same mouth ought not to proceed blessing and cursing, sweet 
water and bitter. Root out of us the bitter envying and strife that is earthly, sensual, devilish, and that 
produces confusion and every evil work.

Give us instead the wisdom that is from above — first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to be 
intreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy — that we might show 
out of a good conversation our works with meekness of wisdom, and that the fruit of righteousness 
might be sown in peace by our hands as those who make peace rather than war.



In Jesus' name, Amen.

James 3:1–12

The Untamable Tongue: Fire, Bit, Rudder, and the Fountain That Cannot Yield Both

(1) My brethren, be not many masters, knowing that we shall receive the greater condemnation.

(2) For in many things we offend all. If any man offend not in word, the same is a perfect man,

and able also to bridle the whole body.

(3) Behold, we put bits in the horses' mouths, that they may obey us;

and we turn about their whole body.

(4) Behold also the ships, which though they be so great, and are driven of fierce winds,

yet are they turned about with a very small helm, whithersoever the governor listeth.

(5) Even so the tongue is a little member, and boasteth great things.

Behold, how great a matter a little fire kindleth!

(6) And the tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity: so is the tongue among our members,

that it defileth the whole body, and setteth on fire the course of nature; and it is set on fire of 
hell.

(7) For every kind of beasts, and of birds, and of serpents, and of things in the sea,

is tamed, and hath been tamed of mankind:

(8) But the tongue can no man tame; it is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison.

(9) Therewith bless we God, even the Father; and therewith curse we men, which are made after 
the similitude of God.

(10) Out of the same mouth proceedeth blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought 
not so to be.

(11) Doth a fountain send forth at the same place sweet water and bitter?

(12) Can the fig tree, my brethren, bear olive berries? either a vine, figs?

so can no fountain both yield salt water and fresh.

The Context

The warning of verse 1, be not many masters (didaskaloi, teachers), addresses an evident eagerness 
within the scattered congregations to occupy the respected office of  teacher,  and James curbs that 
eagerness not by denying the value of the office but by naming its heightened accountability: we shall 
receive the greater condemnation. The teacher's primary tool is speech, and speech is the very thing the 
rest of the chapter will expose as the hardest of all things to govern rightly, so that the desire to teach 



without a corresponding readiness to be judged by a stricter standard is itself a form of the presumption  
chapter 4 will later condemn.

Verse 2 generalizes the warning to every believer: in many things we offend all, James included, in the 
candid we that runs through the whole section. The hypothetical if any man offend not in word, the  
same is a perfect man, and able also to bridle the whole body sets an impossibly high bar deliberately  
— perfect man (teleios, the same word from 1:4) names the standard rather than a claim any actual  
person meets, and the logic that follows (able also to bridle the whole body) establishes speech as the 
last and hardest domain to master, since a person who could govern the tongue would by that very fact  
have mastered every other appetite and impulse besides.

The three images of verses 3–5 — the bit in the horse's mouth, the small helm that steers a great ship  
against fierce winds, and the little fire that kindles a great matter — all make the same point from 
different angles: a small, seemingly insignificant instrument exercises control utterly disproportionate 
to its size. The bit and the helm are images of a disproportion that can be turned to good use, governing 
a  much  larger  power  toward  a  chosen  end;  the  fire  that  follows  in  verses  5–6  turns  the  same 
disproportion toward catastrophe, since the tongue, unlike the bit and the helm, is not merely small but 
actively destructive when left to itself — a fire, a world of iniquity, that defileth the whole body, and 
setteth on fire the course of nature (ton trochon tes geneseos, literally the wheel of birth or of existence,  
picturing the whole of a person's life as a wheel the tongue can set ablaze), and it is set on fire of hell 
(gehenna), tracing the tongue's ultimate corruption to its source in the pit itself.

Verses 7–8 press the tongue's untamability against the backdrop of humanity's demonstrated mastery 
over the rest of creation: every kind of beasts, and of birds, and of serpents, and of things in the sea, is  
tamed, and hath been tamed of mankind — the dominion given in Genesis 1:28 has, in fact, been 
exercised — but the tongue can no man tame. The unruly evil, full of deadly poison (compare the 
image of Psalm 140:3) is not a claim that the tongue is permanently and hopelessly beyond any remedy  
whatsoever, but a claim that no merely human technique of self-discipline suffices, preparing the reader 
for the chapter's turn in verse 13 to a wisdom that must come from outside the person who needs it.

The section's climactic observation in verses 9–12 is the most searching in the chapter: therewith bless 
we God, even the Father; and therewith curse we men, which are made after the similitude of God — 
the same mouth that offers worship also curses the very image of the God being worshiped, a self-
contradiction James illustrates with three images from nature (the fountain that cannot yield both sweet 
and bitter  water,  the fig tree that  cannot bear olive berries,  the vine that  cannot bear figs) chosen 
precisely  because  nature  does  not,  in  fact,  produce  such  contradictions;  only  the  human  tongue 
manages what no created spring or tree ever does. My brethren, these things ought not so to be names 
the incongruity as a moral scandal rather than a mere inconsistency, and anticipates the letter's coming 
insistence in chapter 4 that a double allegiance — to God in blessing, to the image of God in cursing — 
cannot coexist any more than friendship with the world can coexist with friendship with God.

Plain American English



Dear brothers and sisters, not many of you should become teachers, for you know that we who teach 
will be judged more strictly. Indeed, we all make many mistakes. If someone never says the wrong 
thing, they are a perfect person, able to control themselves in every other way as well. We can make a 
large horse turn wherever we want by putting a small bit in its mouth. And a small rudder makes a 
huge ship turn wherever the pilot chooses to steer it, even though the winds are strong. In the same  
way, the tongue is a small thing that makes grand speeches. But a tiny spark can set a great forest on 
fire. And the tongue is a flame of fire. It is a whole world of wickedness, corrupting your entire body. It  
can set your whole life on fire, for it is set on fire by hell itself. People can tame all kinds of animals, 
birds, reptiles, and fish, and have done so throughout history. But no one can tame the tongue. It is  
restless and evil, full of deadly poison. Sometimes it praises our Lord and Father, and sometimes it 
curses those who have been made in the image of God. And so blessing and cursing come pouring out 
of the same mouth. Surely, my brothers and sisters, this is not right! Does a spring of water bubble out  
with both fresh water and bitter water from the same opening? Can a fig tree produce olives, or a 
grapevine produce figs? No, and you can't draw fresh water from a salty spring.

Key Observations

"If any man offend not in word, the same is a perfect man, and able also to bridle the whole 
body": This signifies The Tongue Is Named as the Last and Hardest Domain to Master, So That 
Its Mastery Would Be Proof of a Complete Rather Than a Partial Self-Government.

James does not isolate the tongue as one discipline among many equally difficult ones; he places it at  
the  summit  of  self-mastery,  so  that  a  person  able  to  bridle  the  whole  body  has,  by  that  very 
achievement, already governed every appetite that speech serves to express — anger, pride, envy, fear,  
and desire. The perfect man of verse 2 uses the same teleios of 1:4, tying this chapter's concern for 
speech to the letter's opening concern for a faith made complete through trial;  the tongue is not a  
peripheral test of maturity but very nearly its final exam.

"the tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity… it is set on fire of hell": This signifies The Tongue's Fire 
Is Traced to a Source Outside Merely Human Weakness, Making Self-Discipline Alone an 
Insufficient Remedy for a Corruption That Originates in Hell Itself.

By tracing the tongue's destructive fire to gehenna, James refuses to treat unruly speech as a merely 
natural or forgivable excess of temperament; the tongue's poison has a spiritual source outside the 
speaker's  own  psychology,  which  is  precisely  why  no  human  technique  of  restraint,  however 
disciplined, has ever been sufficient to tame it. The observation is not offered to excuse the sin by 
relocating its  blame but to explain why the remedy the chapter will  offer in verse 13 is not more 
willpower but a different wisdom altogether, one that must come from above precisely because the 
corruption it opposes comes from below.

"Out of the same mouth proceedeth blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not so 
to be": This signifies The Contradiction of Blessing God While Cursing Those Made in His Image 
Is Illustrated by Images From Nature Chosen Precisely Because Nature Itself Never Produces 
Such an Incongruity.



James's three illustrations — the single fountain, the fig tree, the vine — are not random nature imagery 
but a deliberately chosen set of examples in which a single source reliably produces only one kind of 
fruit; his point is that the human tongue is stranger and more self-contradictory than any spring or tree  
in creation, since it alone manages to produce two incompatible outputs from a single source. The my 
brethren, these things ought not so to be does not merely observe the contradiction; it insists that the 
incongruity is a moral impossibility masquerading as a common practice, one that the chapter's second 
half will trace to its root in a divided, earthly wisdom rather than a wisdom that is pure and therefore 
undivided.

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Recognize  That  No Amount  of  Willpower Alone  Can Finally  Tame the  Tongue,  and Seek 
Instead the Wisdom From Above That Alone Governs Speech at Its Root: The but the tongue can 
no man tame of verse 8 is a direct challenge to any contemporary strategy for controlling speech that  
relies solely on discipline, technique, or resolution, since James has already stated as settled fact that 
human effort alone does not succeed where every kind of beast has been tamed. The contemporary 
believer struggling with an unruly tongue — in anger, in gossip, in the casual cruelty of online speech 
— is called not to try harder at self-control alone but to seek the transformation of the wisdom that 
governs the heart, since the tongue reliably expresses whatever wisdom, earthly or heavenly, actually 
rules within.

2. Let the Scandal of Blessing God While Cursing Those Made in His Image Interrogate Every 
Habit of Contempt Directed at Another Person, However Justified It May Feel:  The therewith 
curse we men, which are made after the similitude of God names a contradiction that remains just as  
scandalous in a contemporary context saturated with contemptuous speech — in political discourse, in 
family conflict, in the casual dehumanization common to online argument — as it was in James's own 
congregations. The contemporary believer is called to let the reminder that every person cursed still 
bears the similitude of God interrupt the reflex of contempt before it reaches the tongue, remembering 
that the same mouth cannot rightly worship the Father while it despises his image.

How This Relates to Today

The chapter's  warning about  many masters  speaks  with  particular  force  to  a  contemporary  media 
environment in which the office of teacher has multiplied far beyond any formal congregation — every 
platform,  feed,  and  comment  section  offers  an  informal  pulpit  to  anyone  willing  to  speak  with 
confidence,  without  the  accompanying restraint  that  James insists  ought  to  accompany the  greater 
condemnation such influence invites. The contemporary community of faith is called to weigh not only 
what is said but who is speaking with authority they have not been given the maturity or accountability 
to bear.

The image of the tongue setting on fire the course of nature has taken on an almost literal contemporary 
urgency  in  a  culture  of  instantaneous,  permanent,  and  widely  amplified  speech,  where  a  single 
unguarded word can travel further and do more lasting damage than James's original readers could have 
imagined. The ancient diagnosis remains exact even as the technology has changed: the fire is still 



small in its origin and vast in its consequence, and the only remedy the chapter offers is not a better  
filter on speech but a different wisdom governing the heart that speaks.

Key Lesson: *The opening section moves from the sober warning against many masters, through the 
confession that in many things we offend all, to the piled images of bit, helm, and fire that show a small  
instrument capable of governing or destroying something far greater than itself, and closes with the 
scandal of a single mouth that blesses God and curses his image, illustrated by a fountain, a fig tree, 
and a vine that nature itself would never allow to behave so inconsistently — establishing that the 
tongue's danger cannot be met by willpower alone but requires a wisdom that comes from a source  
outside the fire it must extinguish.*

James 3:13–18

Two Wisdoms: The Earthly, Sensual, and Devilish, and the Wisdom That Is From Above

(13) Who is a wise man and endued with knowledge among you?

let him shew out of a good conversation his works with meekness of wisdom.

(14) But if ye have bitter envying and strife in your hearts, glory not, and lie not against the 
truth.

(15) This wisdom descendeth not from above, but is earthly, sensual, devilish.

(16) For where envying and strife is, there is confusion and every evil work.

(17) But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to be 
intreated,

full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy.

(18) And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make peace.

The Context

The rhetorical question that opens verse 13, who is a wise man and endued with knowledge among 
you?, returns to the letter's opening concern for wisdom (1:5) and answers it with a criterion that will  
surprise anyone who equates wisdom with verbal skill: let him shew out of a good conversation his 
works with meekness of wisdom. Given the whole preceding argument about the tongue's danger, the 
answer is pointed — true wisdom is not demonstrated by speech at all, but by a good conversation,  
meaning a good manner of life or conduct (anastrophe), and by works done with meekness (prautes), 
the same gentle strength that governs rather than dominates. Wisdom, like faith in chapter 2, is proved 
by what it does rather than by what it claims.

Verse 14 names the counterfeit directly: bitter envying and strife in your hearts. Envying (zelos, which 
can mean either zeal or jealousy depending on its object) and strife (eritheia, self-seeking ambition, 



originally  used of  hired partisan labor)  are  named as  heart  conditions  before  they become visible 
behaviors, and James's command, glory not, and lie not against the truth, exposes a particular self-
deception: the person harboring bitter envy and self-seeking ambition may well believe himself zealous 
for truth or for the church's good, when in fact his zeal is itself a lie against the very truth he claims to 
serve.

Verse 15's this wisdom descendeth not from above, but is earthly, sensual, devilish supplies a threefold 
diagnosis in descending order of severity: earthly (epigeios, bound to this world's values rather than the 
kingdom's), sensual (psychike, governed by the natural, unregenerate soul rather than the Spirit — the 
same word Paul uses in 1 Corinthians 2:14 for the natural man who receiveth not the things of the 
Spirit of God), and devilish (daimoniodes, literally demonic), tracing envy-driven wisdom to the same 
hellish source already named for the untamed tongue in verse 6. Verse 16 supplies its fruit: where 
envying and strife is, there is confusion (akatastasia, instability, disorder — the opposite of the wisdom 
from above's peaceable character) and every evil work, echoing the every evil work already associated 
with double-mindedness in 1:8 and 3:8's unruly tongue.

Against this counterfeit, verse 17 sets the wisdom that is from above in a carefully ordered list of eight 
qualities, first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to be intreated, full of mercy and good fruits,  
without partiality, and without hypocrisy. The ordering matters: purity (hagne) comes first and governs 
everything that follows, since a peace or gentleness that compromised purity would not be the wisdom 
from above at all; peaceable (eirenike) and gentle (epieikes, reasonable, not insisting on the letter of  
one's rights) and easy to be intreated (eupeithes, open to persuasion, not stubborn) describe a wisdom 
that is strong without being rigid, while full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without 
hypocrisy closes the list by returning to the letter's concern for impartiality already sounded in 2:1–9 
and for a religion undefiled rather than performed.

The chapter's closing verse, and the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make peace,  
gathers the whole discussion of tongue and wisdom into a single agricultural image that answers the 
destructive  fire  of  verses  5–6  with  a  fruitful  planting:  where  the  tongue's  fire  consumes,  the 
peacemaker's speech and conduct sow a harvest of righteousness. Them that make peace (tois poiousin 
eirenen) echoes Jesus' beatitude in Matthew 5:9, blessed are the peacemakers, and closes the chapter by 
locating the source of genuine peace not in the avoidance of conflict but in the wisdom from above that 
produces it as its natural fruit, setting up the direct question chapter 4 will ask of a community whose 
wars and fightings show that fruit conspicuously absent.

Plain American English

If you are wise and understand God's ways, prove it by living an honorable life, doing good works with 
the humility that comes from wisdom. But if you are bitterly jealous and there is selfish ambition in 
your heart, don't cover up the truth with boasting and lying. For jealousy and selfishness are not God's 
kind of wisdom. Such things are earthly, unspiritual, and demonic. For wherever there is jealousy and 
selfish ambition, there you will find disorder and every kind of evil. But the wisdom from above is first  
of all pure. It is also peace loving, gentle at all times, and willing to yield to others. It is full of mercy 



and  the  fruit  of  good  deeds.  It  shows  no  favoritism  and  is  always  sincere.  And  those  who  are 
peacemakers will plant seeds of peace and reap a harvest of righteousness.

Key Observations

"let him shew out of a good conversation his works with meekness of wisdom": This signifies True 
Wisdom Is Proved by a Life of Meek Conduct Rather Than by Verbal Display, Applying the 
Chapter's Warning About the Tongue Directly to the Question of Who Is Actually Wise.

James's answer to the question of who is wise is deliberately non-verbal, in pointed continuity with the 
whole preceding argument: the tongue that boasteth great things and cannot be tamed is precisely the 
wrong instrument by which to demonstrate wisdom, and James redirects the demonstration to a good 
conversation, one's whole manner of life, and to works done with meekness, the humility that governs 
strength rather than displaying it.  This is  the same principle chapter 2 applied to faith — a claim 
without a corresponding deed proves nothing — now applied to wisdom, so that the wise man and the 
man of genuine faith are shown, finally, to be the same man.

"This wisdom descendeth not from above, but is earthly, sensual, devilish": This signifies The 
Threefold Diagnosis of Counterfeit Wisdom Traces Envy and Strife to the Same Hellish Origin 
Already Named for the Untamed Tongue, Making the Two Halves of the Chapter a Single 
Argument.

The threefold indictment — earthly, sensual, devilish — is not merely a rhetorical flourish but a precise 
diagnosis that moves from the merely worldly (earthly) to the unregenerate (sensual) to the actively 
demonic (devilish) in a single downward trajectory. By locating this wisdom's descent alongside the 
tongue's fire that is set on fire of hell in verse 6, James binds the chapter's two halves into a single  
argument: the tongue's untamed danger and the heart's bitter envy are two expressions of the same false 
wisdom, and no remedy for one is complete without a remedy for the other.

"the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to be intreated, full 
of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy": This signifies The Eightfold 
Portrait of Heavenly Wisdom Is Ordered So That Purity Governs Every Other Quality, Refusing 
Any Peace or Gentleness That Would Compromise It.

The careful sequence of verse 17 is not an arbitrary list but a deliberate structure in which first pure  
stands as the non-negotiable root from which every other quality grows, so that the peaceableness, 
gentleness, and mercy that follow are never permitted to become a peace purchased at the price of 
compromise. This is the same insistence that has run through the whole letter — the pure religion of 
1:27,  the  faith  proved by works  in  chapter  2  — applied now to  wisdom itself:  a  wisdom that  is  
peaceable but  not  pure would be indistinguishable from the confusion and evil  work of  verse 16, 
however calm its surface appeared.

What This Means for Us Today



1.  Examine the Wisdom That Actually Governs Contemporary Zeal for Causes, Doctrines, and 
Reputations for the Bitter Envying and Strife That James Says Lies Beneath a Surface of Self-
Justifying  Boasting:  The  glory  not,  and  lie  not  against  the  truth  of  verse  14  names  a  particular 
contemporary temptation: the conviction that one's own combativeness, rivalry, or ambition is actually 
zeal for a good cause, when James insists that such envying and strife, however dressed up in the 
language of principle, is earthly, sensual, devilish rather than wise. The contemporary believer engaged 
in any contest — theological, political, professional, or merely personal — is called to test the wisdom 
actually  motivating that  contest  by its  fruit,  remembering that  confusion and every evil  work,  not  
clarity and good, is the reliable fruit of a wisdom that has not descended from above.

2.  Let  the  Fruit  of  Righteousness  Be  Sown  Deliberately  in  Peace,  Trusting  That  Genuine 
Peacemaking,  Not  the  Avoidance  of  Every  Difficulty,  Is  the  Wisdom From Above's  Natural 
Harvest: The fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make peace closes the chapter with 
an  active,  not  merely  passive,  calling:  peacemaking  is  a  form  of  sowing,  deliberate  and  patient, 
undertaken by those who possess the wisdom from above rather than a happy accident that occurs when 
conflict is simply avoided. The contemporary believer is called to distinguish this active peacemaking, 
full  of  mercy  and  good  fruits,  without  partiality,  and  without  hypocrisy,  from a  conflict-avoidant 
passivity that merely postpones the confusion and evil work that earthly wisdom always eventually 
produces.

How This Relates to Today

The  threefold  diagnosis  of  earthly,  sensual,  devilish  wisdom  speaks  pointedly  to  a  contemporary 
culture, inside the church as well as outside it, in which envy and strife are routinely rebranded as  
passion, conviction, or accountability, so that the very same bitter rivalry James condemns can circulate 
under labels that sound like virtue. The contemporary community of faith is called to test its most 
passionate advocacy — for a cause, a leader, or a doctrine — not by the sincerity with which it is held 
but by whether it produces the confusion and every evil work James names as envy's reliable fruit, or  
the purity, peace, and mercy that mark the wisdom from above.

The eightfold portrait of heavenly wisdom in verse 17 also offers the contemporary church a concrete 
alternative to a discourse, both religious and secular, that has come to treat gentleness and a willingness 
to be persuaded (easy to be intreated) as weaknesses rather than virtues. James commends a wisdom 
that  is  simultaneously  uncompromisingly  pure  and  genuinely  gentle,  refusing  the  contemporary 
assumption that firm conviction and meek persuadability are incompatible; the wisdom from above 
holds both together as a single, undivided character, exactly as chapter 1 already described the perfect  
and entire man who lacks nothing.

Key Lesson:  *The closing section answers the tongue's  untamed fire not  with a technique of  self-
discipline but with a source: the wisdom from above, proved not by speech but by a good conversation 
and works done with meekness, contrasted point by point with the earthly, sensual, devilish wisdom 
that produces bitter envying and strife, confusion, and every evil work — and closing with the eightfold 
portrait of heavenly wisdom, first pure and then peaceable, gentle, merciful, impartial, and sincere, 
whose natural harvest is the fruit of righteousness sown in peace by those who make it.*



Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We close James chapter 3 knowing that in many things we offend all, and that the tongue you have 
given us has too often been a fire setting ablaze the very course of our lives, rather than a fountain 
sending forth sweet water alone. Forgive us for the times we have blessed you with the same mouth that 
has cursed those made in your image, and remind us that these things ought not so to be.

Lord, we cannot tame the tongue by our own strength; no man can. So we ask instead for the wisdom 
that is from above — first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to be intreated, full of mercy and good 
fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy — that our envying and strife might give way to the 
good conversation and the works of meekness by which true wisdom is shown.

Make us sowers of the fruit of righteousness, sown in peace, that we might be numbered among them 
that make peace rather than among those whose bitter envying and strife produces only confusion and 
every evil work. Let the wisdom from above govern our hearts so completely that it governs our 
tongues as well.

In Jesus' name — in the name of the One who, though reviled, reviled not again, whose mouth was 
found to have no guile, and who is himself the wisdom from above come down among us — Amen.

Introduction to James Chapter 4
Friendship With the World and the Grace That Humbles: Wars Within, Judgment of the Brother, 

and the Vapor of Tomorrow

Chapter 3 closed with the promise that the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make  
peace, the natural harvest of the wisdom that is from above. Chapter 4 opens by asking the question 
that promise makes unavoidable: from whence come wars and fightings among you? The peace that 
heavenly  wisdom  was  said  to  produce  is  nowhere  evident  in  the  scattered  congregations  James 
addresses,  and  the  chapter's  first  ten  verses  trace  that  absent  peace  to  its  true  source  —  not  
circumstance, not other people, but the believer's own ungoverned desire, the earthly wisdom of 3:14–
16 now shown in its full social and spiritual consequence.

The first section, verses 1 through 10, diagnoses the community's conflict as the fruit of lusts that war  
in your members: desire that goes unsatisfied, prayer that goes unanswered because it is never offered 



or is offered only to be spent upon further desire, and a friendship with the world that James names,  
without softening, as enmity with God. Yet the diagnosis is not the chapter's last word — but he giveth  
more grace turns the argument from indictment to invitation, and the ten staccato imperatives that  
follow (submit, resist, draw nigh, cleanse, purify, mourn, humble yourselves) trace the path from the 
proud self-sufficiency that provokes God's resistance to the humility that receives his grace.

The second section, verses 11 through 17, applies the same logic of presumption to two further scenes: 
the believer who speaks evil of a brother and thereby sets himself up as a judge over the law itself  
rather than a doer of it, and the merchant who plans a year of travel and profit as though his life were  
his  own to schedule,  forgetting that  it  is  even a  vapour,  that  appeareth for  a  little  time,  and then 
vanisheth away. Both scenes are variations on the same sin — the arrogation to oneself of a certainty 
and an authority that belong to God alone — and the chapter closes with the aphorism that gathers the 
whole letter's ethical vision into a single sentence: to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to  
him it is sin.

The chapter's argument returns, at nearly every point, to categories the letter has already established: 
the lust that conceives sin in 1:14–15 now wars in the members and starts the community's conflicts;  
the double-minded man of 1:8 reappears in 4:8's purify your hearts, ye double minded; the earthly 
wisdom of 3:15 becomes the friendship with the world of 4:4; and the doers-not-hearers-only principle 
of 1:22 becomes the sin of knowing to do good and not doing it in 4:17. Chapter 4 is less a new topic  
than the letter's accumulated diagnoses converging on a single root — proud self-will — and a single  
remedy — humbling oneself in the sight of the Lord, who alone is able to lift up.

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We come to James chapter 4 knowing that the wars and fightings among us, and within us, come from 
the lusts that war in our own members. We have asked amiss, seeking to consume your gifts upon our 
own desires, and we have too often sought the friendship of the world without reckoning that such 
friendship is enmity with you. Forgive us, Lord, for every proud self-sufficiency that has provoked your 
resistance rather than received your grace.

Teach us to submit ourselves to you, to resist the devil until he flees, to draw nigh to you trusting that 
you will draw nigh to us. Cleanse our hands, for we are sinners, and purify our hearts, for we are 
double minded. Let our laughter be turned to mourning where mourning is due, and humble us in your 
sight, that you might lift us up in your time and not our own.



And Lord, keep us from speaking evil of our brothers and sisters, and from judging what only you, the 
one lawgiver, are able to judge. Remind us that our life is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, 
and then vanisheth away, that we might say, if the Lord will, and never presume upon a single day you 
have not given us. And where we know to do good and do it not, convict us, for we know that to us it is 
sin.

In Jesus' name, Amen.

James 4:1–10

Wars and Fightings, Friendship With the World, and the Grace Given to the Humble

(1) From whence come wars and fightings among you? come they not hence, even of your lusts 
that war in your members?

(2) Ye lust, and have not: ye kill, and desire to have, and cannot obtain: ye fight and war, yet ye 
have not, because ye ask not.

(3) Ye ask, and receive not, because ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon your lusts.

(4) Ye adulterers and adulteresses, know ye not that the friendship of the world is enmity with 
God?

whosoever therefore will be a friend of the world is the enemy of God.

(5) Do ye think that the scripture saith in vain, The spirit that dwelleth in us lusteth to envy?

(6) But he giveth more grace. Wherefore he saith, God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto 
the humble.

(7) Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.

(8) Draw nigh to God, and he will draw nigh to you.

Cleanse your hands, ye sinners; and purify your hearts, ye double minded.

(9) Be afflicted, and mourn, and weep: let your laughter be turned to mourning, and your joy to 
heaviness.

(10) Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and he shall lift you up.

The Context

The question that opens the chapter, from whence come wars and fightings among you?, answers itself 
before the community can look elsewhere for the blame: come they not hence, even of your lusts that 
war in your members? James locates the origin of communal conflict not in scarce resources or in the  
malice of others but inside the believer, in the same lust (hedone, pleasure or desire) that 1:14–15  
already traced from conception to sin to death. Ye lust, and have not: ye kill, and desire to have, and 
cannot  obtain  describes  a  spiraling  frustration  in  which  desire  outruns  its  object  and  violence  — 



whether the hyperbolic language of murderous envy or a literal echo of the social violence such envy 
could provoke — becomes desire's next resort when the object remains out of reach.

The diagnosis sharpens in the second half of verse 2 and in verse 3: ye fight and war, yet ye have not,  
because ye ask not, and ye ask, and receive not, because ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon 
your lusts. The community has forgotten the very remedy 1:5 already offered — if any of you lack 
wisdom, let him ask of God — and even when it does ask, the asking itself has been corrupted, aimed 
not at what God gives liberally but at fuel for the very lusts already driving the community's wars.  
Prayer here is not absent from the community's life; it has simply been enlisted in the service of the 
same self-will that produces the conflict it never resolves.

The blunt address of verse 4, ye adulterers and adulteresses, invokes the Old Testament's prophetic 
language of covenant unfaithfulness (Hosea 2–3; Ezekiel 16), in which Israel's pursuit of other loyalties 
is named as marital betrayal of the God to whom she is bound. Know ye not that the friendship of the 
world is enmity with God? whosoever therefore will be a friend of the world is the enemy of God 
draws the starkest possible line: friendship with the world's values and God's favor are not two loyalties 
that can be balanced but two allegiances that are mutually exclusive, the same either-or Jesus names in 
Matthew 6:24's no man can serve two masters, and the same double-mindedness James has already 
diagnosed in 1:8.

Verse 5's do ye think that the scripture saith in vain, The spirit that dwelleth in us lusteth to envy? is  
among the most debated sentences in the letter, since no single Old Testament verse matches it exactly; 
James is most likely summarizing the consistent scriptural witness to the human spirit's native tendency 
toward envy (compare Genesis 6:5; 8:21) rather than quoting a specific text. But the diagnosis of verse 
5 is immediately overtaken by the larger grace of verse 6: but he giveth more grace. Wherefore he 
saith, God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble, quoting Proverbs 3:34 (also cited in 1  
Peter 5:5) as the hinge on which the whole section turns — the tendency to envy is real, but the grace 
available to meet it is greater still, available specifically to the humble rather than the proud.

The ten imperatives of verses 7–10 apply the grace of verse 6 in a tightly ordered sequence: submit 
yourselves therefore to God and resist the devil form an inclusio of allegiance, one act of surrender and 
one act of resistance; draw nigh to God answers with the promise he will draw nigh to you; cleanse 
your hands, ye sinners addresses the external, ritual dimension of repentance (compare Exodus 30:19–
21) while purify your hearts, ye double minded addresses the internal dimension, returning explicitly to 
1:8's dipsychos; be afflicted, and mourn, and weep summons the community to a grief that the world's  
friendship has made unfashionable, and humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and he shall lift you 
up closes the section by restating the principle of verse 6 as a personal promise — the same reversal of 
proud and humble already sounded in 1:9–10's exaltation of the lowly and humbling of the rich.

Plain American English

What is causing the quarrels and fights among you? Don't they come from the evil desires at war within 
you? You want what you don't have, so you scheme and kill to get it. You are jealous of what others 



have, but you can't get it, so you fight and wage war to take it away from them. Yet you don't have what 
you want because you don't ask God for it. And when you ask, you don't receive it because you ask with 
wrong  motives,  desiring  only  to  satisfy  your  own  desires.  You  adulterers!  Don't  you  know  that 
friendship with the world makes you an enemy of God? I say it again: if you want to be a friend of the 
world, you make yourself an enemy of God. Do you think the Scriptures have no meaning? They say 
that God is passionate that the spirit he has placed within us should be faithful to him. And he gives 
grace generously. As the Scriptures say, God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble. So 
humble yourselves before God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come close to God, and God 
will come close to you. Wash your hands, you sinners; purify your hearts, for your loyalty is divided 
between God and the world. Let there be tears for what you have done. Let there be sorrow instead of  
laughter, and gloom instead of joy. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up in honor.

Key Observations

"Ye lust, and have not: ye kill, and desire to have, and cannot obtain… ye fight and war, yet ye 
have not, because ye ask not": This signifies The Wars Among the Community Are Traced Not to 
External Circumstance but to an Ungoverned, Unasked Desire That Has Forgotten the God to 
Whom It Might Have Been Brought.

James refuses to let the community locate the cause of its conflict anywhere but in itself: the spiraling 
sequence of lust, frustration, and violence is presented as a closed loop that never once includes the 
step  1:5  already  commended  —  asking  God.  The  observation  is  diagnostic  rather  than  merely 
condemnatory: the community's wars are not a mystery requiring external explanation but the entirely 
predictable fruit of desire that has never been submitted to the God who gives liberally, and the remedy 
the chapter will offer in verses 7–10 begins exactly where the community's own pattern has left a gap 
— with the asking, and the submission, it has omitted.

"know ye not that the friendship of the world is enmity with God? whosoever therefore will be a 
friend of the world is the enemy of God": This signifies Friendship With the World and Standing 
With God Are Named as Mutually Exclusive Allegiances Rather Than as Two Loyalties That 
Might Be Held in Careful Balance.

The verse forecloses a common strategy for managing the tension between faith and worldly ambition 
— the  attempt  to  hold  both  as  complementary  rather  than  competing  loyalties  — by  naming  the 
relationship in the starkest possible terms: enmity, not mere distraction, and enemy, not mere rival 
affection. This is the same logic that named the double-minded man unstable in all his ways in 1:8, and 
it anticipates the chapter's turn to humility as the only posture from which friendship with God, rather  
than with the world, becomes possible; pride is simply what friendship with the world looks like from 
the inside.

"God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble": This signifies The Citation of 
Proverbs Turns the Section From Diagnosis to Invitation, Establishing Humility Rather Than 
Achievement as the Sole Condition on Which the Grace Already Promised in 1:5 Is Actually 
Received.



The quotation from Proverbs 3:34 functions as the chapter's theological pivot: everything before it in 
verses 1–5 is diagnosis, and everything after it in verses 7–10 is invitation, and the hinge between them 
is the recognition that God's resistance is reserved specifically for pride, while his grace flows freely to 
humility. This is not a bare behavioral formula but a restatement of the same generous God described in 
1:5, that giveth to all  men liberally, and upbraideth not — the grace was never withheld from the 
community; only its own pride had made that grace impossible to receive.

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Trace Every Contemporary Conflict, Whether Within the Heart or Within the Community, 
Back to the Ungoverned Desire That Has Never Been Brought Honestly to God in Prayer: The ye 
have not,  because ye ask not of verse 2 is a direct diagnostic tool for a contemporary believer or  
community caught in ongoing conflict: before assigning blame to circumstance or to another person,  
James calls for an honest inventory of the desire actually driving the conflict, and an honest reckoning 
with  whether  that  desire  has  ever  been submitted to  God in  prayer  rather  than  pursued by force, 
manipulation, or grievance. The contemporary application is not that every desire is illegitimate, but 
that every desire pursued outside of submission to God becomes, sooner or later, a source of war.

2.  Refuse  Every  Contemporary  Arrangement  That  Treats  Friendship  With  the  World  and 
Devotion  to  God  as  Compatible  Loyalties  Requiring  Only  Careful  Balance  Rather  Than  a 
Decisive Choice: The whosoever therefore will be a friend of the world is the enemy of God resists the 
common contemporary instinct to manage the tension between worldly ambition and spiritual devotion 
as a matter of proportion — a little more of one, a little less of the other — rather than as the stark  
either-or James insists it actually is. The contemporary believer is called to examine which loyalty is 
actually functioning as the operative one when career, reputation, comfort, and belonging in the eyes of 
the world are weighed against obedience to God, remembering that pride, not any particular worldly 
good in itself, is the disposition James identifies as the real enemy.

How This Relates to Today

The diagnosis  of  wars  and fightings among you speaks with unusual  precision to  a  contemporary 
church that so often locates the cause of its internal conflicts in personality differences, communication  
styles,  or  organizational  dysfunction,  without  ever  asking  James's  more  searching  question:  what 
unmet, unsubmitted desire for status, control, recognition, or security is actually driving this conflict? 
The  contemporary  application  is  uncomfortable  precisely  because  it  refuses  the  easier  external 
explanations and insists that the community look first at its own lusts that war in your members.

The ten imperatives of verses 7–10 also offer a contemporary community accustomed to therapeutic 
language about conflict resolution a starker and more spiritually direct alternative: not merely better 
communication  but  submission  to  God,  resistance  of  the  devil,  cleansed  hands,  and  a  purified, 
undivided heart. The contemporary church that has reduced repentance to an occasional private feeling 
rather than the deliberate, active posture of humbling yourselves in the sight of the Lord that James  
commands  has  not  yet  reckoned with  how much of  this  section  is  imperative  rather  than  merely  
descriptive.



Key Lesson:  *The opening section traces the community's wars and fightings to the lusts that war 
within its own members, exposes even its prayer as corrupted by the same self-seeking desire, and 
names friendship with the world as flat enmity with God, before the citation of Proverbs turns the 
argument from diagnosis to invitation — God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble — 
and the ten imperatives that follow trace the path of submission, resistance, cleansing, mourning, and 
humility by which the grace already promised in the letter's opening chapter is finally and actually 
received.*

James 4:11–17

Judging the Brother, Boasting of Tomorrow, and the Sin of Knowing to Do Good and Doing It Not

(11) Speak not evil one of another, brethren. He that speaketh evil of his brother, and judgeth his 
brother, speaketh evil of the law, and judgeth the law:

but if thou judge the law, thou art not a doer of the law, but a judge.

(12) There is one lawgiver, who is able to save and to destroy: who art thou that judgest 
another?

(13) Go to now, ye that say, To day or to morrow we will go into such a city, and continue there 
a year, and buy and sell, and get gain:

(14) Whereas ye know not what shall be on the morrow. For what is your life?

It is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away.

(15) For that ye ought to say, If the Lord will, we shall live, and do this, or that.

(16) But now ye rejoice in your boastings: all such rejoicing is evil.

(17) Therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin.

The Context

Speak not evil one of another, brethren applies the tongue's danger from chapter 3 to a specific and  
evidently common failure within the assembly:  speaking against  a  brother (katalalia,  backbiting or 
slander). James's argument is more radical than a simple prohibition against unkind speech; he that 
speaketh evil of his brother, and judgeth his brother, speaketh evil of the law, and judgeth the law 
reasons that the royal law of 2:8, thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself, is precisely what such speech 
violates, and that to violate the law while claiming its authority is, in effect, to sit in judgment over the 
law itself rather than to submit to it as a doer.

The logic of but if thou judge the law, thou art not a doer of the law, but a judge is a precise application  
of the doers-not-hearers-only principle of 1:22: a person cannot simultaneously stand under the law as 
its doer and stand over the law as its judge, and the believer who speaks evil of a brother has, whether 



he recognizes it or not, stepped out of the first posture and into the second. Verse 12 names exactly  
what has been usurped: there is one lawgiver, who is able to save and to destroy: who art thou that  
judgest another? The rhetorical question does not deny that wrongdoing should be named, but denies 
that any believer holds the authority to render the kind of final judgment on a brother that belongs to 
the one lawgiver alone.

The scene of verses 13–14 shifts from speech to planning: go to now, ye that say, To day or to morrow 
we will go into such a city, and continue there a year, and buy and sell, and get gain pictures the 
confident itinerant merchant, mapping out travel, duration, and profit as though the future were simply 
his to schedule. James's rebuke does not condemn commerce or planning as such, but the presumption 
embedded in the plan's confident whereas ye know not what shall be on the morrow — a presumption 
exposed by the wisdom tradition's verdict on human life: for what is your life? It is even a vapour, that 
appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away (compare Psalm 39:5; Job 7:7; Ecclesiastes 1:2).

Verse 15's for that ye ought to say, If the Lord will, we shall live, and do this, or that, does not prescribe 
a magical verbal formula to be recited before every plan, but names the posture of submission already 
commanded in 4:7 — submit yourselves therefore to God — applied now to the ordinary business of 
planning a life. The contrast in verse 16, but now ye rejoice in your boastings: all such rejoicing is evil,  
uses boastings (alazoneiais, the same root behind the pride of life in 1 John 2:16) to name the sin 
precisely: not the making of plans, but the arrogant confidence that treats those plans as guaranteed 
rather than contingent on a will greater than one's own.

The chapter's closing aphorism, therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is 
sin, functions as a summary verdict over the entire chapter and, in some respects, over the whole letter:  
the wars and fightings of verses 1–10, the judging of the brother in verses 11–12, and the presumptuous 
boasting of verses 13–16 are all, at bottom, failures to do what was already known to be good — to 
submit, to love the neighbor, to hold plans loosely before God. The therefore ties the aphorism directly 
to  the  preceding  boasting,  but  its  generalized  form  (him  that  knoweth  to  do  good)  extends  the 
indictment to every sin of omission, closing the chapter on the same note that opened the letter's ethical 
vision in 1:22: hearing and knowing the good is never sufficient without the doing of it.

Plain American English

Don't speak evil against each other, dear brothers and sisters. If you criticize and judge each other,  
then you are criticizing and judging God's law. But your job is to obey the law, not to judge whether it  
applies to you. God alone, who gave the law, is the Judge. He alone has the power to save or to destroy. 
So what right do you have to judge your neighbor? Look here, you who say, 'Today or tomorrow we 
will go to such and such a city, stay there a year, do business, and make a profit.' How do you know 
what your life will be like tomorrow? Your life is like the morning fog — it's here a little while, then it's  
gone. What you ought to say is, 'If the Lord wants us to, we will live and do this or that.' Otherwise you  
are boasting about your own plans, and all such boasting is evil. Remember, it is sin to know what you 
ought to do and then not do it.



Key Observations

"He that speaketh evil of his brother, and judgeth his brother, speaketh evil of the law, and 
judgeth the law": This signifies Slander of a Brother Is Not Merely a Relational Offense but an 
Implicit Usurpation of the Lawgiver's Own Seat, Since It Sets the Speaker Above Rather Than 
Under the Law That Commands Love.

James's argument moves in a direction most readers would not anticipate: he does not simply say that 
speaking evil of a brother breaks the law, but that it judges the law, treating it as something to be  
overruled rather than obeyed. The believer who speaks evil of a brother has, in that moment, quietly 
reclassified the royal law of loving one's neighbor as optional, and has claimed for himself the authority 
to decide when it  applies — an authority that belongs,  as verse 12 will  make explicit,  to the one 
lawgiver alone.

"For what is your life? It is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth 
away": This signifies The Wisdom Tradition's Verdict on the Brevity of Life Is the Ground for a 
Humble, Contingent Confidence About the Future Rather Than the Presumptuous Certainty of 
the Confident Planner.

The  vapor  image  does  not  counsel  against  planning  altogether  —  James's  rebuke  falls  on  the 
presumption embedded in the plan, not on the plan itself — but it relativizes every human scheme by  
the plain fact that the one making it does not control the number of his days. The image draws the 
whole discussion of judging the brother and boasting of tomorrow into a single frame: both sins share 
the same root, an inflated confidence in one's own authority and permanence that the vapor of life 
quietly but decisively contradicts.

"to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin": This signifies The Chapter's 
Closing Aphorism Names Sins of Omission as Genuine Sin, Gathering the Wars, the Judging, and 
the Boasting of the Whole Chapter Into a Single Verdict on the Failure to Do the Good Already 
Known.

The aphorism's generalized form reaches beyond the immediate context of boasting merchants to indict 
every known good left undone, closing the chapter with the same insistence that opened the letter's  
ethical vision in 1:22, be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only. Sin, on this reckoning, is not  
limited to active transgression; the failure to act on what one already knows to be good is itself named 
sin, without qualification, making this one of the most searching single sentences in the entire letter.

What This Means for Us Today

1. Recognize That Every Habit of Criticizing and Judging a Brother or Sister Quietly Substitutes 
the Speaker's Own Authority for the Law's, and Return Instead to the Posture of a Doer Rather 
Than a Judge: The contemporary temptation to speak evil of another believer — in gossip, in online 
criticism, in the casual judgments exchanged within a community — is rarely experienced as usurping 
the lawgiver's seat, yet James insists that is precisely what it does. The contemporary believer is called 
to notice the subtle shift from doing the law's command to love, to judging whether a particular brother  



deserves that love, and to return deliberately to the first posture, trusting the one lawgiver to render the  
judgments that do not belong to any believer to render.

2.  Hold Every Plan for Tomorrow With the Humble Contingency of If the Lord Will, Refusing 
the  Boastful  Confidence  That  Treats  a  Vapor-Length  Life  as  Though  It  Were  Fully  Within 
Human Control: The if the Lord will of verse 15 is a direct and practical corrective to a contemporary 
culture of confident long-range planning — career trajectories, retirement projections, five-year goals 
—  pursued  with  little  functional  acknowledgment  that  the  planner's  life  is  even  a  vapour.  The 
contemporary believer is not called to abandon planning but to hold every plan with an open hand, 
remembering that the boasting James calls evil is not ambition itself but the arrogant certainty that 
forgets whose will actually governs the outcome.

How This Relates to Today

The warning against judging a brother speaks with particular force to a contemporary culture of public,  
instantaneous, and often permanent criticism, in which believers can slip into the posture of judge over 
a fellow believer's conduct, doctrine, or character with a speed and a reach James's original readers 
could not have imagined. The contemporary community of faith is called to remember that public 
criticism of  a  brother,  however  factually  accurate,  can still  function as  the  very usurpation of  the 
lawgiver's seat that James condemns if it proceeds from judgment rather than love.

The vapor of life and the therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin also 
speak to a contemporary tendency to defer good intentions indefinitely — the good deed postponed 
until  a  more convenient  season,  the reconciliation delayed until  circumstances improve,  the act  of 
generosity deferred until resources feel more secure — on the unstated assumption that tomorrow is  
reliably available for the doing. James's aphorism removes that assumption entirely, making the good 
deed known but undone a sin in the present moment, not merely a plan indefinitely postponed.

Key Lesson: *The closing section applies the letter's concern for the tongue and for the doing of the 
word to two further scenes of presumption — the believer who speaks evil of a brother and thereby 
judges the law rather than doing it, and the merchant who plans a year of travel and profit as though 
his vapor-length life were his own to schedule — and closes with the aphorism that gathers the whole  
chapter, and much of the letter, into a single verdict: to know the good and leave it undone is itself sin, 
so that the remedy for wars, for judgment of the brother, and for presumptuous boasting is the same 
humble submission to the one lawgiver commended from the chapter's opening verses.*

Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father,



We close James chapter 4 having been shown the wars and fightings that come from our own unasked, 
unsubmitted desires, and the friendship with the world that we know to be enmity with you. Thank you 
that you giveth more grace, and that though you resist the proud, you give grace to the humble. Let us 
submit ourselves to you, resist the devil, and draw nigh to you, trusting that you will draw nigh to us.

Cleanse our hands, for we are sinners, and purify our hearts, for we have too often been double 
minded. Let us be afflicted, and mourn, and weep where our sin requires it, and humble ourselves in 
your sight, that you, and not we ourselves, might lift us up in your time.

And Lord, keep us from speaking evil of our brothers and sisters, remembering that there is one 
lawgiver, who is able to save and to destroy, and that we are not that lawgiver. Remind us daily that our 
life is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away, that we might say, if the 
Lord will, in all our planning, and never rejoice in boastings that forget whose will truly governs our 
days. And where we know to do good and do it not, let us not call it a small thing, for you have called it 
sin.

In Jesus' name — in the name of the One who humbled himself and was highly exalted, who submitted 
himself perfectly to your will even unto death, and in whom alone the proud are brought low and the 
humble are lifted up — Amen.

Introduction to James Chapter 5
Patience Until His Coming: Judgment on the Oppressive Rich, the Prayer of Faith, and the 

Sinner Turned From the Error of His Way

Chapter 4 closed with the aphorism that gathers so much of the letter's ethical vision into a single 
sentence: to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin. Chapter 5, the letter's last,  
opens by turning that verdict on the community's most visible offenders — the rich who have known 
the good and done its precise opposite, hoarding wealth while withholding the laborer's wage, living in 
luxury  while  condemning  the  just.  This  final  chapter  brings  the  reversal  of  rich  and  poor  first  
announced in 1:9–11 to its full and unflinching conclusion, before turning to the patient endurance, the 
mutual prayer, and the practical restoration of the wanderer with which the letter, and this study, both  
come to their close.

The first section, verses 1 through 6, pronounces judgment on the oppressive rich in the register of 
prophetic oracle: go to now, ye rich men, weep and howl for your miseries that shall come upon you. 
Their riches are corrupted, their gold and silver cankered, their luxury purchased at the cost of wages 
fraudulently withheld from the laborers whose cries have entered into the ears of the Lord of sabaoth,  
and their self-indulgence is likened to cattle nourished, unknowingly, for the day of their own slaughter.



The  second  section,  verses  7  through  12,  answers  that  judgment  with  a  pastoral  turn  toward  the 
oppressed  community  itself:  be  patient  therefore,  brethren,  unto  the  coming  of  the  Lord.  The 
husbandman's patient waiting for the early and latter rain becomes the pattern for the community's own 
endurance, reinforced by the example of the prophets and of Job, whose patience is commended not as 
silent stoicism but as an endurance that outlasted the trial long enough to see the end of the Lord, that  
the Lord is very pitiful, and of tender mercy, and the section closes with the simple, oath-free speech,  
let your yea be yea, and your nay, nay, that such patient integrity requires.

The third and closing section, verses 13 through 20, extends the letter's confidence in prayer to every 
circumstance of ordinary life — affliction, joy, and sickness alike — describes the communal practice 
of calling for the elders and anointing the sick with oil, and commends the effectual fervent prayer of a 
righteous man through the deliberately ordinary example of Elijah, a man subject to like passions as we 
are. The letter then ends, without formal farewell, on the bare and urgent charge to turn a wandering 
brother from the error of his way — a fitting close for a letter that has insisted, from its first chapter to  
its last, that genuine faith is known only by what it does.

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We come to the final chapter of this letter aware that you see what is hidden — the riches corrupted, 
the wages withheld by fraud, the hearts nourished for a day of slaughter while the just are condemned 
and killed without resistance. Search us, Lord, for every way we have oppressed rather than provided, 
hoarded rather than given, and let the cries of the laborer never enter your ears against us.

Teach us the patience of the husbandman who waits for the precious fruit of the earth, and the patience 
of the prophets and of Job, who endured and saw the end of the Lord, that you are very pitiful, and of 
tender mercy. Stablish our hearts, for the coming of the Lord draws nigh, and let us not grudge one 
against another, for the judge stands before the door.

And Lord, when we are afflicted, let us pray; when we are merry, let us sing psalms; when we are sick, 
let us call for those who will pray over us in your name. Teach us to confess our faults one to another, 
and to pray for one another, that we might be healed, and give us the courage to turn a wandering 
brother or sister from the error of their way, that a soul might be saved from death and a multitude of 
sins be hidden.

In Jesus' name, Amen.



James 5:1–6

Weep and Howl: Judgment on the Riches, Fraud, and Luxury of the Oppressive Rich

(1) Go to now, ye rich men, weep and howl for your miseries that shall come upon you.

(2) Your riches are corrupted, and your garments are motheaten.

(3) Your gold and silver is cankered; and the rust of them shall be a witness against you,

and shall eat your flesh as it were fire. Ye have heaped treasure together for the last days.

(4) Behold, the hire of the labourers who have reaped down your fields, which is of you kept 
back by fraud, crieth:

and the cries of them which have reaped are entered into the ears of the Lord of sabaoth.

(5) Ye have lived in pleasure on the earth, and been wanton; ye have nourished your hearts, as 
in a day of slaughter.

(6) Ye have condemned and killed the just; and he doth not resist you.

The Context

Go to now, ye rich men echoes the identical opening formula of 4:13's go to now, ye that say, binding  
the two indictments together as companion scenes of presumption — the merchant who presumes upon 
tomorrow and the rich man who presumes upon his wealth. But where 4:13–16 rebuked a presumption 
that could still repent, the tone here shifts to the register of prophetic judgment oracle (compare Isaiah 
13; Amos 8): weep and howl for your miseries that shall come upon you announces a coming judgment  
already decided rather than a behavior still open to correction, addressed not to the rich within the 
congregation, as in 2:1–7, but to oppressive wealth generally, in the tradition of the Old Testament 
prophets' oracles against the nations.

Verses  2–3  catalogue  the  corruption  of  wealth  in  three  domains  —  riches  corrupted,  garments 
motheaten (compare Matthew 6:19's moth and rust doth corrupt), and gold and silver cankered — each 
image drawn from the observable, ordinary decay that overtakes hoarded wealth left unused. The rust  
of them shall be a witness against you, and shall eat your flesh as it were fire reverses the expected 
relationship between wealth and security: the very treasure hoarded for protection becomes, in the day 
of judgment, the material evidence of the crime and even an instrument of the judgment itself. Ye have 
heaped treasure together for the last days exposes the ultimate irony: wealth stored up in the confident 
expectation of future security has in fact been heaped up for the day of its own indictment.

Verse 4 names the specific injustice underlying the wealth just condemned: behold, the hire of the 
labourers  who  have  reaped  down  your  fields,  which  is  of  you  kept  back  by  fraud,  crieth.  The 



withholding of a laborer's wage was forbidden explicitly in the Torah (Leviticus 19:13; Deuteronomy 
24:14–15), and the image of the wage itself crying out, together with the cries of them which have  
reaped entering into the ears of the Lord of sabaoth — the Lord of hosts, a title of overwhelming 
cosmic power — pictures the injustice as a cry that reaches heaven directly, bypassing every human 
court  the powerless  laborer  has no access to,  the same logic behind Abel's  blood crying from the 
ground in Genesis 4:10.

Verse 5's ye have lived in pleasure on the earth, and been wanton; ye have nourished your hearts, as in  
a  day  of  slaughter  draws  a  stark  and  deliberately  unsettling  comparison:  the  rich  have  fattened 
themselves in careless luxury exactly as cattle are fattened, unknowingly, for the day of their slaughter. 
The image indicts not wealth itself but the self-indulgent obliviousness of wealth pursued at another's 
expense, oblivious to the judgment its own excess is actively preparing. This is the same rich man 
fading away in his ways already announced in 1:11, now shown in the full, ugly particularity of what  
that fading way of life actually consists of.

The section's climax in verse 6, ye have condemned and killed the just; and he doth not resist you, 
likely refers to the systemic exploitation of the poor through corrupt courts and economic pressure that  
amounted to a slow, legal killing of the innocent (compare 2:6's do not rich men oppress you, and draw 
you before the judgment seats), though many interpreters also hear an echo of the killing of Christ, the 
just one (Acts 3:14; 7:52), who likewise did not resist. The just man's non-resistance is not commended 
here as an example to imitate so much as named as an aggravating feature of the injustice: the victim 
offered no threat, no resistance, and was condemned and killed regardless, making the oppression as  
gratuitous as it is total.

Plain American English

Look here, you rich people: weep and groan with anguish because of all the terrible troubles ahead of 
you. Your wealth is rotting away, and your fine clothes are moth-eaten rags. Your gold and silver have  
become worthless.  The  very  wealth  you were  counting on will  eat  away your flesh like  fire.  This 
corruption is a sign of the coming judgment you have brought on yourselves by hoarding treasure in 
these last days. For listen! Hear the cries of the field workers whom you have cheated of their pay. The  
wages you held back cry out against you. The cries of those who harvest your fields have reached the 
ears of the Lord of Heaven's Armies. You have spent your years on earth in luxury, satisfying your 
every desire. You have fattened yourselves for the day of slaughter. You have condemned and killed 
innocent people, who do not resist you.

Key Observations

"Your riches are corrupted… Ye have heaped treasure together for the last days": This signifies 
The Very Wealth Hoarded for Future Security Becomes, in James's Reversal, the Material 
Evidence and Even the Instrument of the Judgment It Was Meant to Guard Against.



James's diagnosis inverts the entire logic of hoarded wealth: treasure gathered to secure the future has 
in fact been heaping up evidence against its owner, since the corruption of unused riches — the moth,  
the rust, the canker — becomes, on the day of reckoning, a visible witness that testifies to exactly what 
the wealth was never used for. The observation is not a condemnation of possessing wealth as such but 
of wealth accumulated and hoarded at the expense of active, generous use, the same failure to do the 
good one has the means to do that chapter 4 already named as sin.

"the hire of the labourers… crieth: and the cries of them which have reaped are entered into the 
ears of the Lord of sabaoth": This signifies The Withheld Wage of the Powerless Laborer Reaches 
God's Ears Directly, Bypassing Every Human Court the Victim Has No Access To, and Making 
Economic Fraud a Cry That Heaven Itself Hears.

The image of the wage itself crying out, and of the laborers' cries entering the ears of the Lord of  
sabaoth, insists that economic injustice against the powerless is never merely a private transaction gone 
wrong but a cry that reaches the throne of the God of overwhelming power, precisely because the 
victim has no other recourse. This is the same logic behind the Torah's explicit protections for the day 
laborer's wage (Leviticus 19:13), and it makes James's indictment as much a matter of justice as of  
individual sin — a structural fraud with a hearing in the highest court there is.

"Ye have condemned and killed the just; and he doth not resist you": This signifies The Victim's 
Non-Resistance Is Named Not as a Virtue to Emulate but as an Aggravating Feature That 
Exposes the Oppression as Total and Entirely Gratuitous.

The final line of the indictment intensifies rather than softens the charge: the just person offered no  
threat and mounted no resistance, and was condemned and killed regardless, showing that the violence 
done was never  a  response  to  any provocation but  pure,  unprovoked oppression exercised simply 
because it could be. Whether the just one in view is the systemically exploited poor of James's own 
community or an echo of Christ himself, the effect is the same — the oppression stands utterly without  
excuse, since even the total absence of resistance did not restrain it.

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Examine  Whether  Wealth  Held  in  the  Present  Is  Being  Hoarded  for  an  Illusory  Future 
Security or Actively Used for the Good It Has the Power to Do, Remembering That Unused 
Wealth Becomes Its Own Witness:  The riches are corrupted and garments motheaten of verses 2–3 
speak to a contemporary temptation to accumulate far beyond present need under the assumption that 
wealth itself constitutes security, when James insists that wealth withheld from active good use decays 
into  evidence  against  its  owner  rather  than  protection  for  him.  The  contemporary  believer  with 
resources is called to ask not merely whether wealth was acquired honestly but whether it is being 
actively stewarded for good, since James's judgment falls not on wealth's existence but on its hoarding.

2.  Take Seriously That Withholding Fair Wages or Just Compensation From Those With the 
Least Power to Demand It Is Named as a Cry That Reaches God Directly, and Let That Reality 
Govern Every Position of Economic Power: The contemporary equivalent of the hire of the labourers 
kept  back by fraud reaches  beyond agricultural  wages  to  every  modern  form of  economic  power 



exercised over those with limited recourse — underpayment, exploitative labor practices, delayed or 
denied compensation owed to the vulnerable. The contemporary believer who holds any measure of 
economic power over others is called to remember that such cries are not lost in bureaucratic silence 
but are heard directly by the Lord of sabaoth, and to let that reality govern decisions no human court 
may ever review.

How This Relates to Today

The image of  hearts  nourished as  in  a  day  of  slaughter  speaks  with  discomforting precision to  a  
contemporary culture of consumption in which luxury and comfort are pursued as ends in themselves, 
often without any awareness of the labor, environmental cost, or human suffering embedded in the 
systems that supply them. The contemporary community of faith is called to trace its own comfort back 
to its sources with the same unflinching honesty James applies to the rich of his own day, asking not  
merely whether luxury is enjoyed but at whose expense it has been secured.

The chapter's opening oracle also offers a sobering corrective to any contemporary theology that treats 
material prosperity as an uncomplicated sign of divine blessing, a temptation chapter 1 already warned 
against in the rich man fading away in his ways. James does not condemn wealth as inherently evil, but 
he refuses to let wealth's accumulation go unexamined, insisting that the manner of its gathering and 
the use to which it is put are always subject to a judgment that reaches further than any human court.

Key Lesson:  *The opening section pronounces  judgment  on the  oppressive  rich in  the  register  of 
prophetic oracle rather than pastoral correction, cataloguing the corruption of hoarded wealth, the 
fraud committed against  the laborer whose cries  reach the Lord of  sabaoth directly,  and the self-
indulgent luxury that has fattened the wealthy for a day of slaughter they do not see coming, and closes  
with the condemnation and killing of the just who offered no resistance — establishing that wealth 
gathered and hoarded at  another's  expense,  rather than used for good,  stores up not  security  but 
evidence against the one who gathered it.*

James 5:7–12

Patience Until the Coming of the Lord: The Husbandman, the Prophets, and Job

(7) Be patient therefore, brethren, unto the coming of the Lord.

Behold, the husbandman waiteth for the precious fruit of the earth, and hath long patience for 
it, until he receive the early and latter rain.

(8) Be ye also patient; stablish your hearts: for the coming of the Lord draweth nigh.

(9) Grudge not one against another, brethren, lest ye be condemned: behold, the judge standeth 
before the door.



(10) Take, my brethren, the prophets, who have spoken in the name of the Lord, for an example 
of suffering affliction, and of patience.

(11) Behold, we count them happy which endure. Ye have heard of the patience of Job,

and have seen the end of the Lord; that the Lord is very pitiful, and of tender mercy.

(12) But above all things, my brethren, swear not, neither by heaven, neither by the earth, 
neither by any other oath:

but let your yea be yea; and your nay, nay; lest ye fall into condemnation.

The Context

The therefore that opens verse 7 draws a direct pastoral conclusion from the judgment just pronounced 
on the oppressive rich: if such oppressors will certainly be judged, then the oppressed community's 
proper posture is not retaliation but patience, unto the coming of the Lord (parousia, the same term 
used throughout the New Testament for Christ's return). The husbandman waiteth for the precious fruit 
of the earth, and hath long patience for it, until he receive the early and latter rain offers agricultural  
patience — dependent on a process and a timing entirely outside the farmer's control — as the pattern 
for the community's own waiting, connecting this patience directly back to the endurance commended 
in 1:2–4, where the trying of your faith worketh patience.

Be ye also patient; stablish your hearts: for the coming of the Lord draweth nigh repeats the command 
for emphasis and grounds it in imminence rather than mere resignation — the waiting is not indefinite 
but oriented toward a coming that draws nigh, giving the community's patience a horizon rather than 
leaving it open-ended. Stablish your hearts (sterizo, to fix firmly, to make steadfast) recalls the double-
minded instability of 1:6–8, the wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed; patience under trial 
requires a heart made firm, not merely a temperament that happens to be calm.

Verse 9's grudge not one against another,  brethren, lest  ye be condemned applies the patience just  
commanded to the community's internal relationships, warning against the temptation to let external 
pressure and oppression from the rich curdle into internal resentment and mutual complaint among the 
oppressed themselves. Behold, the judge standeth before the door uses the same imminence just applied 
to the Lord's coming to warn the community against becoming, in its own grudging, guilty of the very 
judgment it has just watched pronounced upon the rich — the judge who will vindicate the oppressed is 
the same judge before whom the oppressed will themselves stand.

Verses 10–11 supply two examples of the patience just commanded: the prophets, who have spoken in 
the name of the Lord, for an example of suffering affliction, and of patience, and Job, whose patience is 
invoked not primarily for his stoic endurance — Job, famously, complained bitterly throughout most of 
the book that bears his name — but for having seen the end of the Lord; that the Lord is very pitiful,  
and of tender mercy. The example of Job is carefully chosen: it commends not a patience that never  
questions or grieves, but a patience that endures long enough to see how the story of suffering actually 
ends, in the demonstrated mercy and compassion of the Lord who was present in the suffering all 
along.



Verse 12's but above all things, my brethren, swear not, neither by heaven, neither by the earth, neither  
by  any  other  oath  directly  echoes  Jesus'  teaching  in  Matthew  5:34–37,  and  its  placement  here, 
immediately following the call to patient endurance, suggests a specific pastoral concern: a community 
under  economic pressure  and social  oppression might  be tempted to  reinforce its  own claims and 
complaints with oaths, invoking heaven or earth to guarantee the truth of a grievance or the certainty of 
a hoped-for vindication. James's remedy is characteristic simplicity: let your yea be yea; and your nay, 
nay, a transparent, trustworthy speech that needs no additional guarantee, since a community whose 
speech is already reliable has no need of oaths to be believed.

Plain American English

Dear brothers and sisters, be patient as you wait  for the Lord's return. Consider the farmers who 
patiently wait for the rains in the fall and in the spring. They eagerly look for the valuable harvest to 
ripen. You, too, must be patient. Take courage, for the coming of the Lord is near. Don't grumble about 
each other, brothers and sisters, or you will be judged. For look — the Judge is standing at the door! 
For examples of patience in suffering, dear brothers and sisters, look at the prophets who spoke in the 
name of the Lord. We give great honor to those who endure under suffering. For instance, you know 
about Job, a man of great endurance. You can see how the Lord was kind to him at the end, for the Lord 
is full of tenderness and mercy. But most of all, my brothers and sisters, never take an oath, by heaven  
or earth or anything else. Just say a simple yes or no, so that you will not sin and be condemned.

Key Observations

"the husbandman waiteth for the precious fruit of the earth, and hath long patience for it, until 
he receive the early and latter rain": This signifies Agricultural Patience, Dependent on a Timing 
Entirely Outside the Farmer's Own Control, Is Offered as the Pattern for a Community's 
Waiting for a Coming It Cannot Hasten.

The husbandman's patience is instructive precisely because it  is  not passive resignation but active, 
informed expectancy — the farmer works, plants, and tends the field, but the ripening itself depends on 
rains he cannot summon on his own schedule. This is the shape of patience James commends to the 
community: not indifference to the oppression it suffers, but a steady faithfulness that continues its 
proper work while trusting a timing that belongs to God alone, the same trust already commended as 
the trying of your faith worketh patience in 1:3.

"Ye have heard of the patience of Job, and have seen the end of the Lord; that the Lord is very 
pitiful, and of tender mercy": This signifies Job's Example Commends Not a Patience That Never 
Questions or Grieves but an Endurance Long Enough to See the Compassionate Character of 
God Revealed at the Story's Actual End.

James's invocation of Job is easily misread as praise for stoic silence, but the book of Job records a man 
who protested, argued, and demanded an answer from God throughout nearly the whole of his ordeal; 
what James commends is not Job's silence but his endurance through the questioning, an endurance that 



outlasted the trial long enough to witness the end the Lord had prepared — one of demonstrated pity 
and tender mercy. The example reframes patience not as the suppression of honest lament but as a 
refusal to abandon the story before its true ending is revealed.

"let your yea be yea; and your nay, nay": This signifies The Prohibition of Oaths Commends a 
Speech So Transparently Trustworthy That It Requires No External Guarantee, Applying the 
Letter's Concern for the Tongue Directly to a Community Under Pressure to Overstate Its 
Grievances.

Placed immediately after the call to patient, non-grudging endurance, the prohibition of oaths addresses 
a specific temptation facing an oppressed and impatient community: to reinforce its complaints and its  
hopes with solemn invocations of heaven and earth rather than to trust that simple, honest speech is 
sufficient. James's remedy returns to the chapter 3 concern for the tongue, insisting that a community 
whose ordinary yes and no can already be trusted has no need of the elaborate guarantees an oath 
supplies, and that reaching for such guarantees is itself a symptom of the very impatience the chapter 
has just commanded the community to resist.

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Cultivate the Husbandman's Active Patience — Faithful Labor Joined to Trust in a Timing 
Outside One's Own Control — Rather Than Either Passive Resignation or Anxious Attempts to 
Force a Premature Resolution:  The contemporary believer facing prolonged injustice,  unresolved 
conflict, or unanswered longing is called to neither of the two easier postures — giving up the labor of  
faithfulness because the harvest seems delayed, or attempting to force the timing of a resolution that is  
not yet ready — but to the husbandman's harder discipline of continued, faithful work joined to genuine 
trust that the early and latter rain will come in their appointed season, not before.

2. Let Grievances, However Justified, Be Held Without the Grudging That Turns a Community 
Under External Pressure Into a Community Divided Against Itself:  The grudge not one against 
another,  brethren of  verse 9 speaks directly to a contemporary temptation for a community facing 
shared external  pressure  — economic hardship,  social  marginalization,  institutional  injustice  — to 
redirect its accumulated frustration toward its own members rather than toward patient endurance and 
trust in the judge who stands before the door. The contemporary community is called to distinguish 
legitimate grief over injustice from the grudging that corrodes its own internal bonds, remembering that 
the same judge who will vindicate the oppressed will also judge how the oppressed treated one another.

How This Relates to Today

The example of Job speaks with particular relevance to a contemporary culture, including within the 
church, that often prizes a performance of untroubled composure under suffering more than the honest, 
extended endurance the book of Job actually models.  James's  invocation of  Job as  an example of 
patience is a reminder that genuine endurance may include real protest and real grief, provided it does 
not abandon the trust that there is, in fact, an end the Lord is preparing — pitiful, and of tender mercy 
— even when that end is not yet visible.



The prohibition of oaths remains relevant to a contemporary discourse — public, political, and personal 
— that regularly reaches for escalating rhetorical guarantees, swearing and absolute declarations, to 
compensate  for  speech  that  has  lost  its  basic  credibility  through  habitual  exaggeration.  The 
contemporary community of faith is called to cultivate the kind of consistent, transparent honesty in 
which  a  simple  yes  or  no  carries  full  weight,  refusing  the  cultural  pattern  that  treats  rhetorical  
escalation as a substitute for the harder work of being simply, reliably truthful.

Key Lesson: *The chapter's second movement answers the judgment pronounced on the oppressive rich 
with a call to patient endurance modeled on the husbandman's active waiting for a harvest he cannot 
hasten,  warns  the  community  against  letting  its  own grievances  curdle  into  grudging against  one 
another before the judge who stands at the door, and offers the prophets and Job as examples of an  
endurance that outlasts the trial long enough to witness the tender mercy at its true end, closing with 
the simple, transparent speech that needs no oath because it has already proven itself trustworthy.*

James 5:13–20

The Prayer of Faith, the Confession of Sins, and the Sinner Turned From the Error of His Way

(13) Is any among you afflicted? let him pray. Is any merry? let him sing psalms.

(14) Is any sick among you? let him call for the elders of the church;

and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord:

(15) And the prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up;

and if he have committed sins, they shall be forgiven him.

(16) Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed.

The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.

(17) Elias was a man subject to like passions as we are, and he prayed earnestly that it might 
not rain:

and it rained not on the earth by the space of three years and six months.

(18) And he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain, and the earth brought forth her fruit.

(19) Brethren, if any of you do err from the truth, and one convert him,

(20) Let him know, that he which converteth the sinner from the error of his way shall save a 
soul from death, and shall hide a multitude of sins.

The Context

The three rhetorical questions of verse 13 — is any among you afflicted? let him pray. Is any merry? let 
him  sing  psalms  —  establish  prayer  and  praise  as  the  community's  default  response  to  the  full 



emotional  range  of  ordinary  life,  not  reserved  for  crisis  alone.  This  matches  the  whole  letter's 
confidence in  prayer  already established in  1:5's  if  any of  you lack wisdom, let  him ask of  God, 
extending that confidence now to affliction and to joy alike, so that no circumstance of life falls outside  
the community's habit of turning first to God.

Verse 14 turns to the specific case of sickness with unusual procedural detail: is any sick among you? 
let him call for the elders of the church; and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name  
of the Lord. The calling of elders (presbyteroi), the practice of prayer over the sick, and the anointing 
with oil (a practice with both medicinal and symbolic associations in the ancient world, compare Mark 
6:13;  Luke 10:34) together describe a  communal,  embodied,  and specifically ecclesial  response to 
sickness, in contrast to a private or individualistic approach to healing — the sick person is instructed  
to call for the community's recognized leaders rather than to seek healing in isolation.

Verse 15's and the prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if he have 
committed sins, they shall be forgiven him links physical healing and spiritual forgiveness without 
collapsing the two into an equation that all sickness is caused by specific sin — the conditional if he 
have committed sins allows for sickness unconnected to any particular transgression while still holding 
open the possibility that sin and sickness may, in a given case, be entangled. The prayer of faith echoes 
1:6's asking in faith, nothing wavering, tying the healing prayer of the elders to the same undivided, 
trusting faith the letter has commended from its opening chapter.

Verse 16 broadens the practice beyond sickness to the ordinary life of the community: confess your 
faults  one  to  another,  and  pray  one  for  another,  that  ye  may  be  healed.  The  mutual  confession 
commended here is not a formal, priestly transaction but a reciprocal practice among believers, and the 
effectual  fervent  prayer  of  a  righteous  man  availeth  much  is  illustrated  immediately  by  Elijah, 
deliberately introduced as a man subject to like passions as we are — not a superhuman figure but an 
ordinary person whose earnest prayer nonetheless closed and opened the heavens (1 Kings 17–18), a 
historical example chosen precisely to democratize the confidence just commended: the availing power 
of prayer belongs to ordinary, passion-subject believers, not to spiritual elites.

The letter's closing verses, 19–20, end without a formal benediction or farewell, in a manner distinctive 
among New Testament epistles: brethren, if any of you do err from the truth, and one convert him, let  
him know, that he which converteth the sinner from the error of his way shall save a soul from death,  
and shall hide a multitude of sins. The abrupt ending is itself a kind of final argument — the letter  
closes  not  with  theological  summary  but  with  a  bare,  urgent,  practical  exhortation  to  pursue  the 
wandering brother, embodying in its very form the letter's insistence that faith is known by what it does  
rather than by what it formally concludes. Shall hide a multitude of sins likely refers to the sins of the 
one restored rather than the one restoring, closing the whole letter on the note of mercy that has run 
through it from 2:13's mercy rejoiceth against judgment to this final act of rescuing a soul from death.

Plain American English



Are any of you suffering hardships? You should pray. Are any of you happy? You should sing praises.  
Are any of you sick? You should call for the elders of the church to come and pray over you, anointing 
you with oil in the name of the Lord. Such a prayer offered in faith will heal the sick, and the Lord will  
make you well. And if you have committed any sins, you will be forgiven. Confess your sins to each 
other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The earnest prayer of a righteous person has 
great power and produces wonderful results. Elijah was as human as we are, and yet when he prayed 
earnestly that no rain would fall, none fell for three and a half years! Then, when he prayed again, the 
sky sent down rain and the earth began to yield its crops. My dear brothers and sisters, if someone 
among you wanders away from the truth and is brought back, you can be sure that whoever brings the 
sinner back from wandering will save that person from death and bring about the forgiveness of many 
sins.

Key Observations

"Is any sick among you? let him call for the elders of the church; and let them pray over him, 
anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord": This signifies Healing Prayer Is Described as a 
Communal and Ecclesial Practice, in Which the Sick Person Calls for the Recognized Elders 
Rather Than Seeking Healing in Isolation.

The instruction is notable for what it does not say: James does not counsel private prayer alone or an  
individual  search for a healer,  but a  specific summons to the elders of the church,  embedding the 
healing of the sick within the ordinary structures and relationships of the gathered community. The 
practice reflects the whole letter's consistent instinct that faith is lived out in community rather than in  
isolation — the same instinct behind 2:15–16's concern for the naked and destitute brother and 5:16's  
confess your faults one to another — treating sickness itself as an occasion for the community's mutual  
care rather than a private trial to be borne alone.

"Elias was a man subject to like passions as we are, and he prayed earnestly": This signifies 
Elijah Is Deliberately Introduced as an Ordinary, Passion-Subject Man Rather Than a 
Superhuman Figure, Democratizing the Confidence in Prayer's Availing Power to Every Believer 
Rather Than to a Spiritual Elite.

James's choice of illustration is theologically pointed: Elijah is remembered in Scripture as one of the 
most powerful prophetic figures in Israel's history, and James could easily have let that reputation stand 
unqualified, but instead he insists first that Elijah was a man subject to like passions as we are — the 
same word (homoiopathes) Peter uses of himself and Barnabas in Acts 14:15. The qualification is not 
incidental;  it  is  the entire  point  of  the  illustration,  ensuring that  no reader  concludes the  effectual 
fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much applies only to spiritual giants rather than to the 
ordinary believer reading the letter.

"he which converteth the sinner from the error of his way shall save a soul from death, and shall 
hide a multitude of sins": This signifies The Letter's Abrupt Closing, Without Formal 
Benediction, Embodies Its Own Argument by Ending on a Bare, Urgent Exhortation to Practical 
Action Rather Than a Summary of Doctrine.



James's decision to close the letter without the customary epistolary farewell found in Paul's letters is  
itself a kind of final demonstration of the letter's thesis: a document devoted from its first chapter to  
insisting that  genuine faith is  proved by what it  does rather than by what it  says ends not with a 
theological recapitulation but with a direct,  practical charge to pursue the erring brother.  The final 
image, saving a soul from death and hiding a multitude of sins, closes the letter on the note of active 
mercy that has run through it from 1:27's pure religion to 2:13's mercy rejoiceth against judgment, 
leaving the reader not with a summary to admire but with a task to undertake.

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Bring  Every  Circumstance  of  Life  —  Affliction,  Joy,  and  Sickness  Alike  —  Into  the 
Community's Shared Practice of Prayer, Rather Than Reserving Prayer for Crisis or Treating 
Healing  as  a  Private,  Individual  Pursuit:  The  threefold  instruction  of  verses  13–14  resists  a 
contemporary tendency to compartmentalize prayer as an emergency measure while managing ordinary 
joy and ordinary illness through entirely separate, secular channels. The contemporary community of 
faith is called to recover the practice of calling for its recognized leaders in times of sickness, praying 
over  one  another,  and  singing psalms  in  times  of  gladness,  refusing  the  isolation  that  treats  both 
suffering and celebration as private matters to be handled alone.

2.  Practice the Same Ordinary, Mutual Confession and Prayer That Elijah's Example Shows 
Belongs  to  Every  Believer,  Not  Merely  to  Those  Who  Seem  Spiritually  Extraordinary:  The 
deliberate ordinariness of Elijah's introduction — a man subject to like passions as we are — is a direct  
corrective to a contemporary tendency to imagine that effectual prayer belongs only to unusually gifted 
or unusually holy believers. The contemporary believer, however ordinary their own sense of spiritual 
maturity, is called to the same confidence James commends: confess your faults one to another, and 
pray one for another, trusting that the effectual fervent prayer in view is available to any righteous 
person who prays earnestly, not to a spiritual elite alone.

How This Relates to Today

The instruction to call for the elders of the church in sickness speaks to a contemporary church that has, 
in many settings, quietly outsourced the ministry of healing prayer entirely to medical professionals or 
to purely private devotion, losing the specifically communal and ecclesial dimension James describes. 
The contemporary application is not a rejection of medicine but a recovery of the practice alongside it:  
the sick person calling on the gathered community's recognized care, rather than facing illness as a  
matter to be managed alone between patient and physician with no place for the church's prayer.

The letter's abrupt, benediction-less ending on the theme of restoring the wanderer speaks pointedly to 
a contemporary church culture more comfortable discussing the theology of restoration than actually 
pursuing the individual who has wandered from the truth. James closes his entire letter not with a  
doctrinal flourish but with the bare expectation that the community will actively seek out and restore its  
erring members, a task that requires the same patient, personal, unglamorous effort the whole letter has  
commended over easier, more passive alternatives.



Key  Lesson:  *The  letter's  closing  section  extends  its  consistent  confidence  in  prayer  to  every 
circumstance of ordinary life, describes the communal, ecclesial practice of prayer and anointing for 
the sick, and grounds its promise of prayer's availing power in the deliberately ordinary example of  
Elijah, a man subject to like passions as we are, before ending the entire letter without formal farewell 
on the bare, urgent charge to turn a wandering brother from the error of his way — closing on the same 
insistence that has governed every chapter, that genuine faith is known, finally, not by what it says but 
by what it does to save a soul from death and to cover a multitude of sins.*

Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We close the letter of James having been searched from its first chapter to its last: to count every trial 
as joy, to ask for wisdom in undivided faith, to be doers of the word and not hearers only, to show no 
respect of persons, to let our faith be proved by works, to bridle the tongue and seek the wisdom from 
above, to submit ourselves to you and resist the devil, and now, in this final chapter, to weep for wealth 
hoarded unjustly, to wait with the patience of the husbandman for the coming of our Lord, and to pray 
for one another in affliction, in joy, and in sickness.

Lord, let us never hoard what should be given, never withhold the wage of the laborer, never nourish 
our hearts in careless luxury while the cries of the oppressed enter your ears. Give us instead the 
patience of the prophets and of Job, who endured long enough to see that you are very pitiful, and of 
tender mercy, and let our yea be yea, and our nay, nay, that our speech might need no oath to be 
believed.

And Lord, make us a people who pray in every circumstance, who call for one another in sickness, who 
confess our faults one to another and pray one for another that we might be healed, remembering that 
Elijah was a man subject to like passions as we are, and yet his earnest prayer availed much. Send us 
out from this letter not merely having heard it, but as doers of it, ready to turn a wandering brother or 
sister from the error of their way, that a soul might be saved from death and a multitude of sins be 
hidden.

In Jesus' name — in the name of the One who is himself our patience and our healing, who bore our 
sicknesses and carried our sorrows, who was condemned and killed though he was the truly just and 
did not resist, and who is coming again, even now, for those who wait for him — Amen.

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone



Prologue
Every generation of Christians faces the same question:

Is my faith genuine?

It is easy to profess faith in Christ. It is easy to attend church, carry a Bible, memorize Scripture, and 
speak the language of Christianity. But genuine faith is measured by something far deeper than outward 
appearances. True faith transforms the heart, shapes the character, and produces a life that reflects the 
Lord Jesus Christ.

No book of the New Testament confronts this reality more directly than the Epistle of James.

Written by James, the half-brother of Jesus Christ and respected leader of the church in Jerusalem, this 
inspired letter was addressed to Jewish believers scattered throughout the Roman Empire because of 
persecution. These Christians were facing hardship, poverty, discrimination, temptation, and spiritual 
conflict. Their circumstances tested not only their endurance but also the authenticity of their faith.

James does not offer comforting platitudes or philosophical discussions. Instead, he delivers practical, 
Spirit-inspired truth that reaches into every area of life. He addresses how believers respond to trials, 
resist temptation, exercise wisdom, control their speech, treat others with impartiality, use their wealth, 
endure suffering, and depend upon God through prayer. His words are straightforward, convicting, and 
impossible to ignore.

Throughout church history, the Book of James has challenged Christians to move beyond superficial 
religion. While some have misunderstood James because of his emphasis on works, a careful study 
reveals complete harmony with the rest of Scripture. The Apostle Paul teaches that we are justified 
before God by faith alone. James teaches that the faith which justifies is never alone—it is 
demonstrated by obedience. Paul explains the root of salvation; James describes its fruit. Together they 
present the complete biblical picture of saving faith.

This commentary has been written with one purpose: to help readers understand God's Word accurately 
and apply it faithfully. Every verse deserves careful attention because every verse is inspired by God. 
Rather than approaching James as a collection of disconnected moral lessons, we will examine its 
message in context, allowing Scripture to interpret Scripture while discovering the timeless truths 
contained within each passage.

As we journey through this remarkable letter together, we will explore the historical background, 
cultural setting, theological depth, practical application, and, where helpful, the richness of the original 
Greek text. Yet our greatest desire is not simply to increase biblical knowledge. Knowledge alone 
cannot transform the heart. Only the Holy Spirit, working through the living and abiding Word of God, 
can accomplish that work.

The Book of James serves as a spiritual mirror. As we read its pages, we see ourselves—our strengths, 
our weaknesses, our victories, and our failures. James calls us to honest self-examination, urging us not 
to be hearers of the Word only, but doers also. He reminds us that authentic Christianity is visible in 
everyday life, especially when faith is tested.



The pages that follow are an invitation to walk alongside James verse by verse, allowing God's Word to 
challenge, encourage, convict, and strengthen your faith. Read slowly. Pray often. Compare Scripture 
with Scripture. Ask the Lord to reveal His truth to your heart and to shape your life according to His 
will.

If, by the time you reach the final chapter, you have gained not only a deeper understanding of the 
Book of James but also a greater love for Jesus Christ and a stronger commitment to live for Him, then 
the purpose of this commentary will have been fulfilled.

May the Lord bless your study of His Word and use it to produce in you the unmistakable evidence of 
true faith.

A Note from the Author
There is no greater privilege than opening the Word of God and helping others understand its eternal 
truths. It has been my prayer from the very beginning of this project that this commentary would do 
exactly that—not draw attention to the author, but point every reader to the Lord Jesus Christ and the 
life-changing power of His Word.

The Book of James has always held a special place in my heart because it confronts one of the most 
important questions anyone can ask: Is my faith genuine? James does not allow us to be satisfied with 
a Christianity that is merely outward or intellectual. Instead, he calls us to a faith that is alive—a faith 
that perseveres through trials, obeys God's commands, demonstrates love for others, and bears fruit that 
glorifies Christ.

As you read through this commentary, I encourage you not to rush. Study each verse carefully. 
Compare Scripture with Scripture. Pray for wisdom as James instructs us to do (James 1:5), and ask the 
Holy Spirit to illuminate the truth of God's Word. The Bible was never meant to be read simply for 
information; it was given for transformation. Every page is an opportunity to know God more deeply 
and to become more like His Son.

This commentary has been written using a verse-by-verse, expository approach because I firmly 
believe that the greatest authority in any Bible study is the Bible itself. Rather than building theology 
around personal opinions or modern trends, we must allow the Scriptures to interpret the Scriptures. 
God's Word is complete, sufficient, inspired, and without error. It remains our final authority for faith 
and practice.

If this book encourages you to spend more time in God's Word, strengthens your confidence in the truth 
of Scripture, equips you to teach others, or leads you into a closer walk with Jesus Christ, then I will 
consider my efforts richly rewarded. My desire is that this commentary will serve pastors preparing 
sermons, teachers leading Bible studies, students seeking a deeper understanding of God's Word, and 
believers who simply hunger to know the Lord more intimately.

Thank you for allowing me to accompany you on this journey through one of the most practical and 
convicting books in the New Testament. My prayer is that when you finish this study, you will not only 



understand the Book of James more clearly, but that your faith will be stronger, your obedience more 
complete, and your love for Christ greater than ever before.

May God richly bless you as you study His Word, and may your life continually reflect the evidence of 
true faith that brings glory to our Savior.

Soli Deo Gloria—To God Alone Be the Glory.

Dr. Paul Crawford

A Closing Prayer 
“Father, I thank You for every reader who has walked through these pages. For the one who does 
not yet know You, I pray they would hear Your voice and receive Your Son, Jesus, as Lord and 
Savior. For the one who already believes, I pray You would set their heart ablaze with urgency—
to speak, to share, to love, and to never be silent. May we all live as faithful watchmen, sounding 
the trumpet until the day You call us home. In Jesus’ mighty name, Amen.” 

THE BIBLE WAY TO HEAVEN 
1. Admit you are a sinner.

"For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God." (Romans 3:23) 

No one is good enough to go to Heaven on his own merit. 

No matter how much good we do, we still come short.

2. Realize the penalty for sin.

"For the wages of sin is death..." (Romans 6:23a) 

Just as there are wages for good, there is punishment for wrong. 

The penalty for our sin is eternal death in a place called Hell.

3. Believe that Jesus Christ died, was buried, and rose again for 
you.

"That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that 
God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved." (Romans 10:9)

4. Trust Christ alone as your Saviour.

"...But the gift of God is eternal life though Jesus Christ our Lord." (Romans 6:23b) 

"For whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved." (Romans 10:13) 



Eternal life is a gift purchased by the blood of Jesus and offered freely to those who call upon 
Him by faith. 

Anyone who believes on the Lord Jesus Christ will be saved forever. Being saved is a one-time 
event.

Dr. Paul Crawford is more than just a Christian Author; His books are a source of inspiration 
and guidance on your spiritual journey. His books are created with a deep sense of faith and a 
desire to uplift and inspire all who read. 
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