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THE GENERAL EPISTLES 

 
The General Epistles are those that do not fall under any other specific category (Gospels, 
Historical: Acts, Pauline Epistles, and Prophecy/Apocalypse: Revelation).  They are sometimes 
referred to the Non-Pauline Epistles or the Catholic Epistles (catholic meaning “universal”).  Each 
is unique in its character, yet some similarities exist among the selected letters.  
 
Keathley writes:  
 

“In general, we may say that James and 1 Peter are ethical, calling believers to a holy 
walk with the Savior. Second Peter and Jude are eschatological, warning believers 
against the presence of false teachers and calling them to contend for the faith. Hebrews 
and the Epistles of John are primarily Christological and ethical, calling Christians to 
abide in Christ as God’s final revelation and fulfillment of the Old Testament covenant, to 
experience His life, and not go beyond the truth of the gospel.”1 

 
Also note that like the Gospels, these writings gain their title from the name of their author (with 
the exception of Hebrews).  Paul’s letters, on the other hand, have enduring titles taken from the 
name/locale of the recipients.   
 
Another feature of the General Epistles is their emphases.  They compliment the theology and 
writings of Paul, yet remain distinct in their own right.  Paul emphasized faith; the writer of 
Hebrews stresses perseverance; James stressed conduct; Peter, hope; John, love; and Jude, 
purity.2 
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JAMES 
 

Sometimes we mistakenly think the Christian life is primarily about entrance to heaven.  
We're content with conversion when God is calling for transformation.  
Rather than expecting the kingdom of God to revolutionize lives today,  

we hope it will happen in heaven tomorrow.  
Somewhere along the line we swapped out Jesus' gospel— 

through him we can be transformed into citizens of the kingdom of God, right now, today— 
for a gospel of heaven's minimum entrance requirement. 

-- John Ortberg 
 
 
INTRODUCTION TO JAMES 
 
In the Greek text, the book is simply titled Jakobos from James 1:1.  The early title was Jakobou 
Epistle, “Epistle of James.”  But James was actually Jacob (Jakobos).  Exactly why the English 
translators chose “James” rather than “Jacob” is uncertain. “James,” “Jake,” and “Jacob” all come 
from the same root.3  

                                                 
1
 J. Hampton Keathley, III, “The Non-Pauline Epistles,” The Biblical Studies Foundation: 

http://www.bible.org/page.php?page_id=2080. 
2
 J. Ronald Blue, “James,” The Bible Knowledge Commentary (Colorado Springs, CO: Victor 

Books, 2000), p. 815. 
3
 J. Hampton Keathley, III, “The Non-Pauline Epistles.” 
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AUTHORSHIP OF JAMES 
The letter opens, “James, a bondservant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes 
which are scattered abroad: Greetings” (1:1, NKJV). 
 
There four men with the name James in the New Testament: 

(1) James the son of Zebedee and brother of John (Mark 1:19);  
(2) James the son of Alphaeus (Mark 3:18); 
(3) James the father of Judas (not Iscariot; Luke 6:16); and 
(4) James the half-brother of the Lord Jesus (Gal. 1:19). 

 
The balance of scholarship and biblical references and historical study points to the fourth, James 
being the half-brother of Jesus.  This same James was the primary elder in the church at 
Jerusalem, and spoke openly at the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:13-21; cf. 12:17; 21:18; 1 Cor. 
15:7).  He lived in Jerusalem, and we do not know of any of his missionary travels far from there.  
He is also the brother of Jude, the writer of the General Epistle that bears his name (cf. Matthew 
13:55).   
 

Salvation History 
When the New Testament first speaks of James he does not appear to believe in Jesus 
as his Savior (see John 7:5).  However, after Jesus rose from the grave, we find in 1 
Corinthians 15:7 that He appeared personally to James.  It may be that at this point 
James was converted (when he first believed) or perhaps he had begun to follow his 
half-brother Jesus earlier and was being encouraged and strengthened by the 
resurrected Christ. 
 
Apostleship 
James was not one of the original twelve disciples called by his oldest brother Jesus to 
follow the Master. As with the other brothers, James apparently did not accept Jesus’ 
authority during His earthly life (John 7:5). We don’t know when he was saved (see 
above), nor exactly when he became a leader in the early church. Yet, it is clear from 
Galatians 2:9, 12 that he was considered an eminent leader in the early church, and Paul 
explicitly calls James an “apostle” (Galatians 1:19).  According to Hegesippus (c. 180), 
James’s faithful adherence to the Jewish law and his austere life-style led to the 
designation “the Just.”  Although it is most likely that Jesus is a blood relative (half-
brother) of our Lord, he does not use the prerogative to claim to be anything except “a 
(bond)servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:1).   

 
 
THE RECIPIENTS & PURPOSE OF THE WRITING OF JAMES 
As we read through the book (epistle/letter) of James there are hints as to the nature of his 
readers.  Initially we know that they were Jewish Christians that had been dispersed (1:1; 2:1, 7; 
5:7).  From the comments that James makes concerning the rich and this church’s relationship to 
them it would appear that this body was made up of mostly poor individuals.  This church was 
also in the midst of some difficult trials.   
 
It seems that the readers had a poor understanding of faith and its application to daily life.  They 
were not living authentic lives as intended by God.  This word of exhortation would be needed to 
sharpen their understanding of what God intends their lives to look like, coupled with their own 
decisions for obedience. 
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DATE OF WRITING 
The book of James is most likely the earliest book written in the New Testament.  Josephus said 
that James died in A.D. 62 so he wrote the letter before that date.4  From the text itself, it seems 
that there was little to no Gentile presence within the church, which would seem to indicate a 
date before the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) which took place around AD 50.  We also know that 
James is writing to Jewish Christians who had been dispersed abroad (1:1; many Jews were 
scattered abroad in Acts 8:1) most likely by the persecution of Saul and later Herod (44 AD).   
 
It seems that his epistle was probably the first divinely inspired one written among the New 
Testament writings, and that James composed it in the middle or late 40s, perhaps A.D. 45-47.5 
 
 
ANALYSIS 
 
THEME OF JAMES 
James is an intensely practical book. That is why some have called in the NT book of Proverbs. 
Many of the practical issues that James addresses however seem to find their root in the people’s 
misunderstanding of faith.  Here in this book James addresses what faith is saving faith and what 
the fruit of that faith is.  One introduction to this letter puts it this way: “belief that behaves” or 
we might say “faith that functions.” 
 
For our purposes, we will consider the theme to be Living Faith.  It is this faith we have from 
God, in Him, that is meant to transform our daily lives, helping us be useful for God, especially to 
other people.   
 

 
 
KEY WORDS IN JAMES 
In a book of only five chapters, faith occurs sixteen times. This, plus the strong emphasis on 
godly living and the repetition of works, working – thirteen times in chapter 2 – shows these are 
the two key words of the book. 

                                                 
4
 Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 20:9:1. Josephus actually did not name the date, but he 

identified James' death with that of Portius Festus who died in A.D. 62.  Source: Thomas L. Constable, 

“James,” Dr. Constable's Bible Study Notes (Garland, TX: Sonic Light: January 2006), p. 1. 
5
 Constable, p. 1.  
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OTHER DISTINCTIVES OF JAMES’ LETTER 
 
It contains no references to specific 
individuals who were the original recipients. There is no concluding benediction. There is 
a large number of imperatives in the letter, about one for every two verses. 
 

James utilizes three common areas of references: 
 

The Old Testament 
James alludes to or references the Old Testament at least 20 times.  (And 
because of its structure has the nickname, the “New Testament Proverbs” 
 
 
 
 
 
Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount 6 
James  Sermon on the Mount 
1:2  Matthew 5:10-12 
1:4  5:48 
1:5; 5:15 7:7-12 
1:9  5:3 
1:20  5:22 
2:13  5:7; 6:14-15 
2:14-16  7:21-23 
3:17-18  5:9 
4:4  6:24 
4:10  5:3-5 
4:11  7:1-2 
5:2  6:19 
5:10  5:12 
5:12  5:33-37 
 
Nature 7 
1:6 “wave of the sea” 
1:6 “tossed by the wind” 
1:10 “wild flower” 
1:11 “sun with scorching heat” 
1:11 “the plant blossom falls” 
1:17 “the heavenly lights” 
1:17 “shifting shadows” 
1:18 “firstfruits” 
3:3 “bits into the mouths of horses” 
3:4 “ships driven by strong winds” 
3:5 “a great forest is set on fire by a small spark” 
3:6 “a fire” 
3:7 “animals, birds, reptiles, and creatures of the sea” 

                                                 
6
 J. Ronald Blue, “James,” The Bible Knowledge Commentary: New Testament, p. 818. 

7
 Ibid., p. 817. 
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3:8 “deadly poison” 
3:11 “fresh water and salt water” 
3:12 “can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs?” 
3:18 “sow in peace [and] raise a harvest of righteousness” 
4:14 “you are a mist” 
5:2 “moths have eaten your clothes” 
5:3 “gold and silver are corroded” 
5:4 “workmen who mowed your fields” 
5:4 “the cries of the harvesters” 
5:5 “fattened yourselves in the day of slaughter” 
5:7 “the farmer waits for the crop” 
5:7 “how patient he is for the fall and spring rains” 
5:14 “anoint him with oil” 
5:17 “prayed that it would not rain” 
5:17 “it did not rain on the land” 
5:18 “the heavens gave rain” 
5:18 “the earth produced its crops” 

 
KEY VERSES IN JAMES 
 

1:2-4 My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing 
that the testing of your faith produces patience.  But let patience have 
its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing. 

 
1:5-8 If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all liberally 

and without reproach, and it will be given to him. But let him ask in 
faith, with no doubting, for he who doubts is like a wave of the sea 
driven and tossed by the wind. For let not that man suppose that he will 
receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable in 
all his ways. 

 
1:12 Blessed is the man who endures temptation; for when he has been 

approved, he will receive the crown of life which the Lord has promised 
to those who love Him. 

  
2:26 For as the body without the spirit is dead, so man without works is dead 

also.  
 
3:13-18 Discussion of true and godly wisdom versus evil/demonic wisdom 
 
4:7 Therefore submit to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you.   
 
5:16 Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that 

you may be healed. The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man 
avails much. 

 
 

OUTLINE8 
 

James 

                                                 
8
 Outline adapted from: Stephen S. Kim, Course Notes, Bib 504 Gospels, Hebrews-Revelation, 

Portland, OR: Multnomah Biblical Seminary, Spring 2006. 
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I. Perspective in Testing (1:1-18) 

 
 

A. Perseverance in Trials (1:1-12) 
 
 

1. The perspective of trials (1:1-8) 
 
 

a. The command (1:1-2) 
 
 

b. The reason (1:3) 
 
 

c. The results 1:4-8) 
 
 

2. The position in trials (1:9-11) 
 
 

a. The principles (1:9-10) 
 
 

b. The illustration (1:11) 
 
 

3. The profit of trials (1:12) 
 
 

a. The commendation (1:12a) 
 
 

b. The promise (1:12b) 
 

 
B. Resistance in Temptations (1:13-18) 

 
 

1. The essence of temptations (1:13-15) 
 
 

a. The source of temptations (1:13-14) 
 
 

b. The process of temptations (1:15) 
2. The escape from temptations (1:16-18) 

 
 

a. The warning (1:16) 
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b. The reasons (1:17-18) 
 

 
II. Practice of the Truth (1:19—2:26) 

 
 

A. Response to Truth (1:19-27) 
 
 

1. The openness to the Word (1:19-21) 
 
 

a. The principle (1:19) 
 
 

b. The reason (1:20) 
 
 

c. The attitude (1:21) 
 
 

2. Obedience to the Word (1:22-27) 
 
 

a. The nature of obedience (1:22-25) 
 
 

i. Negative (1:22-24) 
 
 

ii. Positive (1:25) 
 
 

b. Kinds of obedience (1:26-27) 
 
 

i. False obedience (1:26) 
 
 
ii. True obedience (1:27) 
 
 

B. Resistance to Prejudice (2:1-13) 
 
 

1. The exhortation (2:1) 
 
 

a. The condition (2:1a) 
 
 

b. The command (2:1b) 
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2. The example (2:2-4) 

 
 

a. The illustration of discrimination (2:2-3) 
 
 

b. The condemnation of discrimination (2:4) 
 
 

3. The explanation (2:5-13) 
 
 

a. According to God’s choice (2:5) 
 
 

b. According to the conduct of the rich (2:6-7) 
 
 

c. According to the command of Scripture (2:8-11) 
 
 

d. According to the coming judgment (2:12-13) 
 
 

C. Living Faith: Evidenced in Good Works (2:14-26) 
 
 

1. The principle of living faith declared (2:14) 
 
 

2. The principle demonstrated (2:15-26) 
 
 

a. First illustration (2:15-16) 
 
 

b. Application (2:17-18) 
 
 

c. Second illustration (2:19) 
 
 

d. Application (2:20) 
 
 

e. Third illustration (2:21) 
 
 

f. Application (2:22-24) 
 
 

g. Fourth illustration (2:25) 
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h. Application (2:26) 
 
 

III. Power over the Tongue (3:1—4:17) 
 
 

A. Concerning Control of the Tongue (3:1-18) 
 
 

1. The problem of the tongue (3:1-12) 
 
 

a. The power of the tongue (3:1-8) 
 
 

i. Declaration of its power (3:1-2) 
 
 

ii. Demonstration of its power (3:3-8) 
 
 

b. The inconsistencies of the uncontrolled tongue (3:9-12) 
 
 

c. The principle of the inconsistency (3:9-10) 
 
 

d. The illustrations of the inconsistency (3:11-12) 
 
 

2. The solution of the tongue (3:13-18) 
 
 

a. Invitation to display wisdom (3:13) 
 
 

i. The question (3:13a) 
 
 

ii. The challenge (3:13b) 
 
 

b. Illustrations of wisdom displayed (3:14-18) 
 
 

c. False wisdom displayed (3:14-16) 
 
 

d. True wisdom displayed (3:17-18) 
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B. Concerning Problem of Quarrels (4:1-12) 
 
 

1. The source of quarrels (4:1) 
 
 

a. The question (4:1a) 
 
 

b. The answer (4:1b) 
 
 

2. The Illustration concerning quarrels (4:2-3) 
 
 

a. Presence of greed (4:2) 
 
 

b. Lack of prayer (4:3) 
 
 

3. The Principle concerning quarrels (4:4-6) 
 
 

a. The principle stated (4:4) 
 
 

b. The principle supported from Scripture (4:5-6) 
 
 

4. Deliverance from quarrels (4:7-12) 
 
 

a. In submission to God (4:7-10) 
 
 

b. In silence of slandering others (4:11-12) 
 
 

C. Concerning Problem of Boasting (4:13-17) 
 
 

1. The example of boasting (4:13) 
 
 

2. The uselessness of boasting (4:14) 
 
 

3. The alternative to boasting (4:15) 
 
 

4. The denunciation of boasting (4:16-17) 
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IV. Patience in Trouble (5:1-20) 

 
 

A. Problems for the Rich (5:1-6) 
 
 

1. The judgment of the rich (5:1-3) 
 
 

a. Declaration of the coming judgment (5:1) 
 
 

b. Demonstration of the coming judgment (5:2-3) 
 
 

2. The conduct of the rich (5:4-6) 
 
 

a. Their injustice (5:4) 
 
 

b. Their indulgence (5:5) 
 
 

c. Their indictment (5:6) 
 
 

B. Perseverance in suffering (5:7-12) 
 
 

1. The exhortation to be patient (5:7-9) 
 
 

a. The encouragement to be patient (5:7a) 
 
 

b. The illustration of patience (5:7b-9) 
 
 

2. The examples of patience (5:10-12) 
 
 

a. The example of the prophets (5:10) 
 
 

b. The example of Job (5:11) 
c. The example of one’s tongue (5:12) 

 
 

C. Prayer in Weakness (5:13-20) 
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1. The exhortation to prayer (5:13-14) 
 
 

a. Prayer for self (5:13) 
 
 

b. Prayer for others (5:14) 
 
 

2. The expediency of prayer (5:15-16) 
 
 

a. The benefits (5:15) 
 
 

i. Healing for the sick (5:15a) 
 
 

ii. Forgiveness for the sinner (5:15b) 
 
 

b. The exhortation (5:16) 
 
 

i. To confess (5:16a) 
 
 

ii. To prayer (5:16b) 
 
 

3. The example of prayer (5:17-18) 
 
 

a. Elijah’s humanity (5:17) 
 
 

b. Elijah’s faith (5:18) 
 
 

4. The encouragement of intercessory prayer (5:19-20) 
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ARGUMENT 
 

 

Living Faith (2:14-26) 
 

a. Expression of Living Faith (2:14-17) 
• v. 14: What does it profit, my brethren, if someone says he has faith but does not 

have works? Can faith save him? 

o Faith must demonstrate itself. It is not faith plus works, but rather a faith 

that works.  

� The recipients had reverted to a “Paulism” – just have faith, no 

need to do anything else (theologically, called antinominialism). 

� Perhaps Paul’s (God’s) teachings were being perverted: we only 

have to believe; we don’t have to do anything beyond that. 

• Like raising one’s hand at church and walking the other 

way 

• James is not refuting Paul’s teaching, but rather the wrong 

understanding of them.  

 

� Can faith save him?  
• A negative answer is anticipated to this rhetorical 

question.  

o Genuine faith is evidenced by works. 

• James chooses to illustrate what living faith really looks like (and what it 

doesn’t look like). 

• Good works involves other people 

o No partiality (vv. 1-4); compassion (vv. 5-9) 

o vv. 15-16: Realistic situation (illustration): 

� Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes or daily food. 

• James often mentioned the poor (1:9, 27; 2:2-6, 15) 

• Food and clothes are basic needs, not just wants. 

• “Go in peace” – be warm, be filled… 

• If nothing is done to meet their basic need, what good 
is it? 

• (Reminder of verse 14) 

• v. 17: Faith by itself (with no evidence of action) is dead.  

o “Workless faith is worthless faith.”  

o It is truly unproductive, sterile, barren … dead! 

o A corpse that does not do anything is obviously dead 

� No matter what is said about the man (great claims) 

� If it is dead, no pulse, it will not move. False claims to faith 

are evidenced by their silence with regard to works.  

 

b. Evidence of Living Faith (2:18-20) 
• Now a rational argument: 

o An imaginary conversation: But someone will say, “You have faith, and 
I have works.”  
� “works” = “charitable deeds” 

o James begins by answering: “Show me your faith without your works, 
and I will show you my faith by my works.” 

o Living faith is more than intellectual belief: “You believe that there is 
one God. You do well. Even the demons believe—and tremble!” 
� James did not say that works are essential to faith (the key 

factor). His argument is that works are evidence of faith 

(“show me your faith …”) 
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� Theirs is a dead imaginary faith. 

� Here he defines what “unsaving” faith is (implicitly, at least): 

a faith which cannot save is one which is doctrinally correct 

(demons’ belief), but one in which there is no personal 

relationship, nor any works.  

� What then is saving faith? James answers this in the next 

section. 

 

 

c. Examples of Living Faith (2:21-26) 
• Now a biblical argument: James uses an illustration from Scripture to illuminate 

his point. 

• Abraham & Rahab. For his positive argument, James uses two illustrations from 

the OT. First, Abraham was justified by works when he offered up Isaac (21). 

His faith could not be divorced from works, but cooperated with it (22). That 

Abraham’s faith preceded his works is implicit in two ways: (1) works perfected 

his faith (22) and (2) the scripture which said he had faith (Gen. 15:6; Jas. 2:23) 

was fulfilled by his works. That saving faith is more than intellectual assent, and 

indeed more than faith + works is seen in James’ last comment in v. 23—“he 

was called God's friend.” Thus, saving faith implies a relationship to God—it 

involves “trust in,” not just “belief that,” or even “belief that,” plus “work for.” 

James summarizes by saying that “a man is justified by works and not by faith 

alone” (24). This is the clearest statement against the Pauline slogan of sola fide 

(cf. Rom. 3:28—“a man is justified by faith, apart from works of the law”). It 

should be kept in mind that James is not reacting to Paul directly, however, for 

he uses every key term differently.  

o By “works” James means “charitable deeds.”; Paul means “works of 

the law”; by “justified” James apparently means either vindicated 

before men, or eschatologically justified, while Paul has a forensic idea 

in mind (an idea which is foreign to virtually every other NT writer); 

and by “faith” James distinguishes unsaving faith from saving faith, 

while Paul seems to speak primarily or exclusively of the latter (both 

would agree that “belief in” and not just “belief that” is the essential 

ingredient of saving faith). 

• Lest one think that heaven is reserved only for those with the moral 

qualifications of Abraham, James hastens to add another illustration.  

o Rahab, too, was saved (lit., justified, vindicated) when she helped the 

spies get away (v. 25). James reminds his audience that Rahab was a 

prostitute—yet she was saved. There is no evidence in the text that her 

lone deed erased her sins; rather, her belief in God did—and it is 

evident that this was a genuine belief because she acted on it. Both 

illustrations link faith and works together in such a way that it is 

unthinkable that one could please God without both. Yet, faith preceded 
works in each illustration. James concludes with an analogy (v. 26), 

which ought not to be made to walk on all fours: a dead faith is surely 

the same as a faith, which never was alive. 

 

• If we consider the context as a whole, it would see that James is talking not 

about root of faith (justification before God because of saving faith in Christ) 

but rather the fruit of faith (justification before men; how it is applied in our 

lives and actions).  

 

• We, as believers in Christ must be zealous for good works 

o Paul himself wrote to Titus: 

[Titus 2:6-8] “Likewise, exhort the young men to be sober-minded, 7in 
all things showing yourself to be a pattern of good works; in doctrine 
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showing integrity, reverence, incorruptibility, 8sound speech that 
cannot be condemned, that one who is an opponent may be ashamed, 
having nothing evil to say of you.” 
 
[2:11-14] “11For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared 
to all men, 12teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, 
we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in the present age, 
13looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of our great God 
and Savior Jesus Christ, 14who gave  us, that He might redeem us from 
every lawless deed and purify for Himself His own special people, 
zealous for good works.” 
 
[3:1-2] “1Remind them to be subject to rulers and authorities, to obey, 
to be ready for every good work, 2to speak evil of no one, to be 
peaceable, gentle, showing all humility to all men.” 
 
[3:8] After writing how we are saved by grace apart from works, he 

adds, “This is a faithful saying, and these things I want you to affirm 
constantly, that those who have believed in God should be careful to 
maintain good works. These things are good and profitable to men.” 

 

 

 
 
 


