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• Martin Luther had strong distaste to the book of James (calling it an “Epistle of Straw”), although 

this was not widely shared by other reformers. Luther considered that James 2:24 contradicted 

Paul’s teaching in Galatians 2:16 – in other words on the role of “works and faith.” Most people came 

to the conclusion, along with the patristics, that James and Paul do not contradict each other because 

they are not addressing the same point. And when James is read on its own terms, it is a powerful 

witness to both the diversity in early Christian witness and the moral imperative of Christian identity 

in every age. 

• James is written in clear and elegant Greek, and shows the influence of the Greek Old Testament 

(LXX). 

• The initial greeting is like that of a typical letter, but it does not then pronounce “a blessing” in the 

subsequent lines, but the goes straight into the content of the letter; this is therefore somewhat 

unusual. 

• The structure is somewhat difficult to follow and, in many respects. seems like a collection of sayings. 

As a collection of moral exhortation, James can be compared to other writings whose concern is the 

practical wisdom of right behaviour. In this sense it resembles the popular moral philosophy of the 

Greco-Roman world in its insistence on the control of passions and of speech. James also has a 

distinctive Jewish style to it, referencing the Torah, and has a positive view of the Law – not as a set 

of ritual obligations (like circumcision), but as a moral commandment and call. James also 

appropriates the voice of the prophets and his understanding of human life as fundamentally 

covenantal and relational. In many ways James is considered as an extension of Jewish Wisdom 

Literature and therefore can be compared with Proverbs and other Wisdom Literature in the late 

inter-Testamental (or 2nd Temple) period. 

• Although Jesus is only mentioned in passing, James is a distinctly Christian writing (despite Luther’s 

misgivings), echoing the teachings of Jesus (within the oral “Jesus tradition”) and, later, in Matthew. 

• Historically, it has been assumed that the “James” who wrote the letter is the (half) brother of Jesus, 

who figured prominently in the first generation of the Christian movement in Jerusalem. He was 

martyred the year 62 A.D. If he did write it, this would be important evidence from Jewish Christianity 

within Palestine. (This also explains the strong Jewish tone to this Christian letter.) Note that this 

James is not the brother of John, the sons of Zebedee, who was martyred by King Herod Agrippa I in 

Acts 12. And there are a number of other “James’” mentioned in the Gospels. 

• Some have objected that the content seems to assume Paul’s teaching, so suggesting a later date. 

Others say that the Greek is too fine (and why use the LXX?) for a Palestinian Jew to have written 

(although it could have been written by a secretary). Many scholars therefore consider it to be a 

later date, even into the middle of the second century, and attributed to James, the brother of Jesus, 

because of Jewish Christian tone, or because the writer came from James’ community. This ties in 

with later (contentious) debates of having the Letter of James included in the Canon of Scripture. 


