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James… to the twelve tribes 
Who was James? 
In Matthew 10, two of the twelve apostles chosen by the Lord 
Jesus had the name James: 

Now the names of the twelve apostles are these: first, Simon, who 
was called Peter, and Andrew his brother; James the son of Zebe-
dee, and John his brother; Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas, and 
Matthew the tax-gatherer; James the son of Alphaeus, and Leb-
baeus, who was surnamed Thaddaeus (Matt.10:2-3). 

James the son of Zebedee was John’s brother. 
James the son of Alphaeus was Jude’s brother: 

James son of Alphaeus… and Jude the brother of James (Acts 1:13). 
Jude, bondman of Jesus Christ, and brother of James (Jude 1). 

The New Testament mentions a third James—the brother of the 
Lord Jesus: 

Is not this the son of the carpenter? Is not his mother called Mary, 
and his brethren James, and Joseph, and Simon, and Judas? 
(Matt.13:55) 

Of these three named James, only one wrote this epistle. 
Acts 12:2 shows that James Zebedee was killed by Herod, 
“Herod… slew James, the brother of John, with the sword”. 
Later, in v.17, Peter acknowledges another James as having a 
position of prominence amongst the brethren in Jerusalem, “Re-
port these things to James and to the brethren”. In Acts 15 James 
still had a prominent place (v.13), as also in ch.21:18, “Paul 
went in with us to James, and all the elders came there”. 
In resurrection the Lord appeared to a well-known person named 
James who was not an apostle, (1Cor.15:7, “Then he appeared to 
James; then to all the apostles”). Paul specially mentions that, 
soon after his conversion, one named James had a prominent 
place in Jerusalem (Gal.1:19, “I saw none other of the apostles, 
but James the brother of the Lord”). 
This well-known and prominent man was not James Zebedee 
nor was he an apostle. He must therefore have been the third 
James mentioned above—the Lord’s brother. In v.9 of Gala-
tians 2, Paul calls him a “pillar” with Peter and John, and in v.12 
we learn that he was influenced by (and was an influence for) 
Judaism. 
Some Bible students prefer to think that the New Testament 
epistles were written by apostles only, and they suggest that the 



author of this epistle must have been one of “the twelve”. But 
from the testimony of the scriptures considered above it appears 
more reasonable to believe that James, the Lord’s brother, was 
the author of the “Epistle of James”. 
James personally is a beautiful example of the work of God’s 
grace. During the Lord’s lifetime, he did not believe on Him 
(John 7:5, “for neither did his brethren believe on him”). Having 
received a special visitation from the Lord Jesus in resurrection 
his entire life changed. Consequently he refrained from claiming 
any elevated status as the Lord’s brother after the flesh, but 
humbly acknowledging himself as a “bondman of God and of 
the Lord Jesus Christ”. He perceived his own place to be that of 
a bondman, not only of God but also of the Lord Jesus Christ 
whom he thus ranks as on an equality with God. 
The Epistle takes Character from its Writer 
In the early days of Christianity when “there arose a great perse-
cution against the assembly which was in Jerusalem, and all 
were scattered into the countries of Judaea and Samaria except 
the apostles” (Acts 8:1), James was among those who remained 
at Jerusalem to tend God’s flock there—those who had been 
converted from a Jewish background. He is always recorded as 
taking a leading role over the Jewish brethren—at a time before 
they had been taught to take a distinct place in separation from 
the Jewish nation. 
In the Epistle to the Hebrews the Spirit of God exhorts them to 
go forth without the camp—to separate themselves from the un-
believing Jews. Up to that time they had remained unseparated: 
 they offered sacrifices according to the law (Acts 21:26) 
 many priests were obedient to the faith (Acts 6:7); 
 they were still all zealous for the law (Acts 21:20). 
In those early days, even Peter, although an apostle, felt a sense 
of pressure from James—the chief representative of the Jewish 
feelings that still influenced the hearts of the Jewish Christians, 
especially at Jerusalem. 
When Paul went up to Jerusalem for the last time, “he went in,” 
it is said, “with us to James, and all the elders came there” (Acts 
21:18). It was James who took the lead in the assembly at Jeru-
salem—the personal representation of the influences of Judaism 
which still had a powerful hold among the Jerusalem assembly. 
They believed in Jesus, they broke bread at home, but they were 
all zealous for the law. They offered sacrifices in the temple, and 



even persuaded Paul to do the same (Acts 21), and they were not 
at all separated from the Jewish nation. Not until the Epistle to 
the Hebrews was written was all this plainly forbidden. 
In the Old Testament no instruction was given to separate and 
distinguish those who were children of God from those who 
were not. The commandments were given to all in Israel whether 
they had faith in God or not. All were required to keep the Sab-
bath. All were required to offer sacrifices. James, writing very 
early in the New Testament period, did not teach the kind of 
separation enjoined in the Epistle to the Hebrews. Instead he 
taught how to distinguish one who has true faith from one who 
makes an empty profession of faith. 
His main subjects are thus practical Christian living for the poor 
scattered converts from among the Jews who still attended syna-
gogues, and a criticism of rich unbelievers who oppressed the 
poor and blasphemed the name of the Lord. In summary, he 
makes a practical distinction between the man of faith and the 
man of empty religion. 
This then is what characterises the Epistle of James—a presenta-
tion of the state of the Jewish Christians, James himself being its 
representative and embodiment. Knowing the position of James, 
and the state of the assembly at Jerusalem at that time, helps to 
understand this epistle. 
For this reason he addresses himself to “to the twelve tribes 
which are in the dispersion.” 
The New Testament Jacob 
James is the English translation of the Greek equivalent to the 
Hebrew name Jacob. (For this reason, in many languages, James 
and Jacob are translated identically.) His epistle can be instruc-
tively divided into sections corresponding to the twelve sons of 
Jacob—the circumstances of their birth, the meaning of their 
names, and the message Jacob at the end of his life gave to each 
of them. 
James writes in a distinctive opening style (which differs from 
Paul or Peter who invariably desire “grace and peace”) which 
shows that he was both instigator and scribe of the letter written 
by the assembly in Acts 15. In both cases the opening words fol-
low the same pattern: “[Sender/s] to [Recipients], greeting.” 

Acts 15:23 “The apostles, and the elders, and the brethren, to the 
brethren who are from among the nations at Antioch, and in Syria 
and Cilicia, greeting”. 



James 1:1 “James, bondman of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to 
the twelve tribes which are in the dispersion, greeting”. 

James writes as an elder, a leader, a father—as Jacob—to the 
brethren from among the twelve tribes. In the notes that follow 
we shall consider how each section of his epistle corresponds 
sequentially with lessons relating to the twelve sons of Jacob. 
 



Section 1: Testing and the End in View. Reuben 
James 1:2-18 
Count it all joy, my brethren, when ye fall into 
various temptations, knowing that the proving 
of your faith works endurance. But let endurance 
have its perfect work, that ye may be perfect and 
complete, lacking in nothing. But if any one of 
you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives 
to all freely and reproaches not, and it shall be 
given to him: but let him ask in faith, nothing 
doubting. For he that doubts is like a wave of the 
sea driven by the wind and tossed about; for let 
not that man think that he shall receive anything 
from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, un-
stable in all his ways.  
But let the brother of low degree glory in his ele-
vation, and the rich in his humiliation, because as 
the grass’s flower he will pass away. For the sun 
has risen with its burning heat, and has withered 
the grass, and its flower has fallen, and the come-
liness of its look has perished: thus the rich also 
shall wither in his goings. Blessed is the man who 
endures temptation; for, having been proved, he 
shall receive the crown of life, which He has 
promised to them that love him. 
Let no man, being tempted, say, I am tempted of 
God. For God cannot be tempted by evil things, 
and himself tempts no one. But every one is 
tempted, drawn away, and enticed by his own 
lust; then lust, having conceived, gives birth to 
sin; but sin fully completed brings forth death. Do 
not err, my beloved brethren. Every good gift and 
every perfect gift comes down from above, from 
the Father of lights, with whom is no variation 
nor shadow of turning. According to his own will 
begat he us by the word of truth, that we should 
be a certain first-fruits of his creatures. 

Genesis 29:31-32 
And when Jehovah 
saw that Leah was 
hated, he opened 
her womb; but Ra-
chel was barren. 
And Leah con-
ceived, and bore a 
son, and called his 
name Reuben; for 
she said, Because 
Jehovah has 
looked upon my 
affliction; for now 
my husband will 
love me. 

Genesis 49:3-4 
Reuben, thou art 
my firstborn, My 
might, and the 
firstfruits of my 
vigour: Excellency 
of dignity, and ex-
cellency of strength. 
Impetuous as the 
waters, thou shalt 
have no pre-
eminence; Because 
thou wentest up to 
thy father’s couch: 
Then defiledst thou 
it: he went up to my 
bed. 

 
This section commences with the theme of trials, testing and dif-
ficulties, and it ends with the thought that believers should be a 
certain first-fruits of God’s creatures. 
There is a distinction between a ‘good’ temptation (which in 
modern language we would call “testing”) and ‘bad’ tempta-
tion—the enticement to do evil. The one comes from God, the 
other from our own lust. 



The circumstances surrounding Reuben’s birth, as well as his 
later life, helpfully illustrate these points. Jacob’s family life was 
a mess. Contrary to the way God had established things at the 
beginning, and contrary to the example of his own parents, he 
had two wives—and he loved and favoured one, Rachel, above 
the other, Leah. This was a great trial and sorrow to Leah, but 
God in mercy gave to her a good and perfect gift, a son! This 
was the meaning of the name she gave him: Reuben, “See! A 
son!”. 
For the time being at least, she had a new occupation, a new cen-
tre, a new focus, a source of brightness and joy instead of dark-
ness and sorrow. 
Reuben was Jacob’s firstborn. He ought to have maintained the 
honourable character of the firstfruits of Jacob’s vigour. But in 
later life he proved himself to be ‘weak as water’ in giving way 
to the lust which brought forth the sin of lying with Jacob’s con-
cubine. 
In addressing first the tribe of Reuben, James applies these very 
same lessons to us: enduring testing that comes from God, resist-
ing temptation that comes from lust within, valuing God’s good 
and perfect gifts and thus enjoying God’s world, and living prac-
tically as first-fruits of His creatures. 
Ch.1:2-4 
Three results of ‘good’ temptation are listed in these verses: 

 Joy, which does not come naturally but needs an active pur-
pose of mind from our side—“count it all joy” (v.2) 

 Endurance, which is the ‘natural’ outcome of the trial of faith 
(v.3) 

 Maturity, (“perfect and complete”) which comes if we re-
ceive trials of faith in a right spirit (v.4) 

The Jewish believers had been scattered because of the persecu-
tion against the assembly in Jerusalem. James wrote to reassure 
them that a trial like this was actually a blessing, that it had 
taken place in order to open the door to these three things in 
their lives: joy, endurance and Christian maturity. The key to 
that door is seen in verse 5. 
Clearly, scattering due to persecution is not the only form of 
‘good’ temptation that can be attributed to God, for in verse 2 
James writes of “various temptations”. These trials may take 
many different forms. 



Ch.1:5-8 
The exhortation here to ask for wisdom is not just some random 
wandering of James’ mind. It fits exactly within the context, 
which is enduring trials. This is the specific matter about which 
we need wisdom. In effect he is saying that if the trial is to have 
the intended benefit in our lives we must go through it with God. 
It is in connection with trials that we most need wisdom from 
God. It is when we are perplexed on account of the difficulties; 
feeling perhaps as if we should give up; not seeing a way 
through; not knowing how to cope—then more than ever we 
need to ask wisdom from God, to be dependent on Him, to go 
through the trial with Him. 
We likewise need wisdom when those who are near to us pass 
through trials. How much damage has been caused among be-
lievers as a result of unwise things being done and said by those 
whose intention was to be helpful to a sufferer! 
The story of Job provides a good example of both of these 
things—wisdom for the one under trial, and wisdom for those 
seeking to help. Although Job’s wisdom exceeded that of his 
friends, he still had a lack—as long as he continued to ask, 
“Why…?”. God’s ways with him taught him to ask instead, 
“Who…?”.  
In the course of their interactions Job found it necessary to sar-
castically say to his friends, “Truly ye are the people, and wis-
dom shall die with you!” (Job 12:2). And again, “Oh that ye 
would be altogether silent! and it would be your wisdom” (Job 
13:5). And again, “But as for you all, pray come on again; and I 
shall not find one wise man among you” (Job 17:10). 
He perceived their lack of wisdom but failed to perceive his own 
lack, “How hast thou counselled him that hath no wisdom, and 
abundantly declared the thing as it is!” (Job 26:3). Yet he later 
asked, “But wisdom, where shall it be found? and where is the 
place of understanding?” (Job 28:12); and, “Whence then 
cometh wisdom? and where is the place of understanding?” (Job 
28:20); rightly concluding, “the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom; 
and to depart from evil is understanding” (Job 28:28). 
Most of what Job’s friends said was correct. There was no defect 
in their knowledge, but they failed in rightly applying that 
knowledge. This was their lack of wisdom.  
Wisdom was not complete with Job until he could exclaim, “I 
had heard of thee by the hearing of the ear, but now mine eye 



seeth thee” (Job 42:5). Until then he was wavering in his under-
standing—like a wave of the sea driven by the wind and tossed 
about. 
Ch.1:9-12 
It is the endurance of trial that causes the elevation of the brother 
of low degree—not the accumulation of earthly wealth or hon-
our. The rich can glory in the same manner, not in his riches but 
in his humiliation. If he is a man who loves the Lord he has 
learnt that his earthly riches and honour are merely transient, and 
that the trials through which he passes are his true glory. 
Ch.1:13-18 
Five facts here assure us that temptation towards evil does not 
come from God: 

 God cannot be tempted by evil things, and himself tempts no 
one (v.13) 

 We are drawn away by our own lust (v.14) 
 The end of this temptation is death (v.15). In contrast God is 

the God of the living. He is the living God. Through Moses 
He said, “Let Reuben live…” (Deut.33:6). 

 God gives good gifts (v.17) 
 In new birth He has given to us a new nature (v.18) 
The general principle of what James says in v.13-15 applies to 
all men—whether believers or unbelievers. It is important to re-
member that in addressing the “twelve tribes” he is addressing a 
mixed company meeting in synagogues, some of whom were 
genuine Christians. 
Another feature of James’ writing is that he addresses practice 
rather than principles. This can be seen in the contrast with 
Paul’s statement in Romans 7:7-8 that “sin … wrought in me 
every lust”. Paul deals with the principle of indwelling sin, the 
sin-nature, the flesh. James deals with the practice of committing 
sinful deeds, the result of giving way to lust (v.14-15). 
Verse 16 serves to correct our natural way of thinking, showing 
that (v.17) even the difficulties we pass through are good gifts 
from God. The experience of the difficulties might not at the 
time be pleasant to us, but the assurance that they come from 
God will enable us to “count it all joy”. 
The closing verses (17 and 18) of this section allude to two fig-
ures: one from the sky and one from the earth. In the material 
solar system turning produces shadows. But in God’s universe 



there is no shadow—all is light. When we think the universe re-
volves around us we are bound to experience shadows: “Why 
me?”. But when occupied with Christ, the Centre of God’s uni-
verse, all is brightness. This lesson can be seen in Leah’s experi-
ence—“Behold, a Son”! 
There is a day coming when the Sun of Righteousness will arise 
with healing in His wings, but before that day believers may 
gain a foretaste of what it is to have Christ as the Centre of their 
universe. And more, born again believers can themselves be a 
kind of first-fruits of the way things will be in this world when 
Christ does come back to reign. As the Lord Jesus was once here 
for the pleasure of God, so we can be too. 
 



Section 2: Swift to Hear. Simeon 
James 1:19-27 
So that, my beloved brethren, let every man 
be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to 
wrath; for man’s wrath does not work 
God’s righteousness. Wherefore, laying 
aside all filthiness and abounding of wick-
edness, accept with meekness the implanted 
word, which is able to save your souls. But 
be ye doers of the word and not hearers 
only, beguiling yourselves. For if any man 
be a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is 
like to a man considering his natural face in 
a mirror: for he has considered himself and 
is gone away, and straightway he has forgot-
ten what he was like. But he that fixes his 
view on the perfect law, that of liberty, and 
abides in it, being not a forgetful hearer but 
a doer of the work, he shall be blessed in his 
doing. If any one think himself to be reli-
gious, not bridling his tongue, but deceiving 
his heart, this man’s religion is vain. Pure 
and undefiled religion before God and the 
Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in 
their affliction, to keep oneself unspotted 
from the world. 

Genesis 29:33 
And she again conceived, 
and bore a son, and said, 
Because Jehovah has 
heard that I am hated, he 
has therefore given me 
this one also; and she 
called his name Simeon. 

Genesis 49:5-7 
Simeon and Levi are 
brethren: Instruments of 
violence their swords. 
My soul, come not into 
their council; Mine hon-
our, be not united with 
their assembly; For in 
their anger they slew 
men, And in their wan-
tonness houghed oxen. 
Cursed be their anger, for 
it was violent; And their 
rage, for it was cruel! I 
will divide them in 
Jacob, And scatter them 
in Israel. 

 
Before considering this section, recall the key points from the 
introduction: 
 James wrote in the early days of Christianity. 
 Separation from unbelieving Jews had not yet been taught. 
 In Jerusalem believers still went to the temple. 
 Outside Jerusalem they attended synagogues. 
 They were zealous for the law. 
 They even offered sacrifices. 
James personifies all these principles. He writes, not to teach the 
believers to separate, but to show how to distinguish them from 
the unsaved. 
 
Ch.1:19-27 
In this section James addresses two main features from the his-
tory of Simeon. Genesis 29:33 shows that Simeon, meaning 
hearing, was given his name ‘because Jehovah has heard’. The 



first lesson then is the importance of paying attention to hear-
ing—but more than this, to ensure that the words we hear have a 
resulting effect on our lives. 
1 Corinthians 11:14, refers to the general principle that God uses 
nature to teach us—“Does not even nature itself teach you…”. 
From nature it is evident that we have one mouth and two ears—
therefore we should learn that hearing has priority over speak-
ing. This aligns with what James says here in v.19—‘swift to 
hear, slow to speak’. 
The Bereans (Acts 17:10-11) received the word gladly and then 
searched the scriptures. This is a good example of how we 
should be first willing to listen receptively and then to confirm 
from the word of God what we have heard. Only then will the 
sense of obligation to ‘do’ come to our consciences with divine 
authority. 
Three Old Testament scriptures beautifully describing the ears of 
the Lord Jesus were perfectly fulfilled at His first coming: 
 Psalm 40:6, ears prepared—fulfilled by His incarnation1 ; 
 Isaiah 50:4-5, ears opened—fulfilled by His life of dependent 

service; 
 Exodus 21, ear bored through with an awl—fulfilled by His 

sacrificial death. 
The Lord Jesus is the perfect example of One for whom hearing 
and doing were exactly matched together. 
The second significant lesson from Simeon’s history relates to 
outbursts of anger. In his opening couplet of this section, James 
also says we should be ‘slow to wrath’ (v.19). When somebody 
speaks a word that touches our conscience, it is quite natural for 
us to become angry. James therefore warns against what comes 
naturally to us. 
Simeon is mentioned first in the narrative of the terrible act of 
violence described in Genesis 34 (see v.25 and v.30 together 
with Gen.49:5-7). He is mentioned first not merely because he 
was older than Levi but because he seems to have taken the lead-
ing role. Jacob’s curse (in Genesis 49) was later turned to bless-
                                                           
1 Note that when Paul quotes this Psalm in Hebrews 10:5 he uses the word 
“body” instead of “ears”. It was by becoming a man—taking a body—that the 
eternal Son was able to learn obedience by experience. See Hebrews 5:8. It is 
obvious that an entire body was prepared for Him, but the ears are the members 
of the body used as a biblical figure to illustrate obedience—but especially the 
obedience of faith. 



ing for the tribe of Levi because of their subsequent faithfulness. 
But for Simeon as a man and as a tribe, there was no change in 
attitude or behaviour. The curse came to pass in its full force. 
Scattered in Israel they had no separate inheritance but merely 
an allocated portion within the inheritance of Judah. Then later, 
when the kingdom was divided—two tribes in the south and ten 
in the north, Simeon’s portion within Judah seems to have 
evaporated! 
The sordid and sorry history of the tribe of Simeon is well re-
flected in the words here written by James. Simeon heard the 
same words as Levi but took no notice. There was no change in 
his life. He thought he could teach others a lesson by his religion 
of circumcision and by his vindictive violence—but nobody can 
teach another unless he has first applied the word to himself. 
The last part of this section mentions religion. Simeon’s religion 
produced orphans and widows. True religion does not only pray 
for widows and orphans but acts practically to support them. 
Simeon’s religion took pride in circumcision but stooped to im-
moral alliances with Israel’s idolatrous enemies (Numbers 
25:14-15). True religion isn’t about wearing your ‘Sunday best’ 
but throughout the week remaining unspotted from the world. 
 



Section 3: Practical Unity. Levi 
James 2:1-13 
My brethren, do not have the faith of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, Lord of glory, with respect of per-
sons: for if there come unto your synagogue a 
man with a gold ring in splendid apparel, and a 
poor man also come in in vile apparel, and ye 
look upon him who wears the splendid apparel, 
and say, Do thou sit here well, and say to the 
poor, Do thou stand there, or sit here under my 
footstool: have ye not made a difference among 
yourselves, and become judges having evil 
thoughts? Hear, my beloved brethren: Has not 
God chosen the poor as to the world, rich in faith, 
and heirs of the kingdom, which he has promised 
to them that love him? But ye have despised the 
poor man. Do not the rich oppress you, and do 
not they drag you before the tribunals? And do 
not they blaspheme the excellent name which has 
been called upon you? 
If indeed ye keep the royal law according to the 
scripture, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thy-
self, ye do well. But if ye have respect of persons, 
ye commit sin, being convicted by the law as 
transgressors. For whoever shall keep the whole 
law and shall offend in one point, he has come 
under the guilt of breaking all. For he who said, 
Thou shalt not commit adultery, said also, Thou 
shalt not kill. Now if thou dost not commit adul-
tery, but killest, thou art become transgressor of 
the law. So speak ye, and so act, as those that are 
to be judged by the law of liberty; for judgment 
will be without mercy to him that has shewn no 
mercy. Mercy glories over judgment. 

Genesis 29:34 
And she again con-
ceived, and bore a 
son, and said, Now 
this time will my 
husband be united 
to me, for I have 
borne him three 
sons; therefore was 
his name called 
Levi. 
Genesis 49:5-7 
Simeon and Levi 
are brethren: In-
struments of vio-
lence their swords. 
My soul, come not 
into their council; 
Mine honour, be not 
united with their 
assembly; For in 
their anger they 
slew men, And in 
their wantonness 
houghed oxen. 
Cursed be their an-
ger, for it was vio-
lent; And their rage, 
for it was cruel! I 
will divide them in 
Jacob, And scatter 
them in Israel. 

 
Throughout the book of Genesis, when compared to God’s stan-
dard, family life was one of the most common deviations. Even 
the most famous and most faithful men did not set good exam-
ples and did not build on the foundation of Genesis 2:24. Abra-
ham had a son by his concubine, Hagar. Isaac did well in having 
one wife but showed ungodly partiality concerning his sons. 
Jacob had two wives: and showed strong partiality towards 
one—Rachel. 
When his unfavoured wife Leah gave birth to Levi, she thought 
that this third son would give Jacob a reason to change his atti-



tude towards her. She said, “this time will my husband be united 
to me” (Gen.29:34). That’s how Levi was given his name, which 
means “united”.  
Ch.2:1-7 
In this third section, James warns against showing partiality. The 
issue he addresses concerns practical unity. The main example 
he gives is not favouring the rich over the poor. In v.1 he says, in 
effect, ‘You cannot connect faith in Christ with respect of per-
sons or favouritism’. This should not be thought to relate only to 
wealth—other scriptures show that it also applied to things such 
as social status, education, nationality and family (Gal.3:23; 
Col.3:11; Matt.12:46-50). Our natural tendency is to pay more 
respect to those who have high social status. For example, do we 
treat a brother who is a cleaner the same as one who is a doctor 
or an engineer?  
As previously mentioned, Jacob’s curse was turned to blessing 
in the case of Levi. Levi the man was united with Simeon in 
wrath and violence. But in later history Levi the tribe was faith-
ful to God in opposing idolatry. In the blessings of Moses (see 
Deut.33:8-11) he commended the Levites for not showing parti-
ality towards even their own family: “he acknowledged not his 
brethren” (Deut.33:9). A consequence of this was that they were 
given the role of teaching God’s law to Israel (Deut.33:10). 
Jacob’s word was fulfilled in that the tribe was scattered in Is-
rael—but this became a blessing. The Levites were allocated cit-
ies throughout all the tribes of Israel (see Joshua 21)—whether 
to the esteemed Judah or the despised Galilee. 
Ch.2:8-13 
In concluding this ‘Levi’ section, James frequently alludes to the 
law. Levi was to be a teacher of the law to Israel. The intent of 
James here is not to put Christians under law. He simply states a 
fundamental principle to those who had been, as Jews—prior to 
coming to Christ—under law. That principle is: if you break one 
you break all. 
Verse 11 seems to go back in the history of Levi to the event that 
brought about Jacob’s curse. Simeon and Levi were offended 
due to the sexual immorality committed by Shechem. For this 
reason they killed all the men of the city. Although the law had 
not yet been given by Moses (John 1:17), it later brought to light 
that Simeon and Levi were no less guilty than Shechem. Jacob 
knew that. That’s why he cursed them. 



But the law of Moses does not bring liberty. On the contrary it 
puts one under bondage (Gal.3:23-24; 4:1-3; Rom.7:1-6). There 
is, however, a law of liberty. A believer, free from law and walk-
ing in the Spirit, automatically fulfils the law’s righteous re-
quirements (Rom.8:2-4). This is because the Holy Spirit, operat-
ing in the new nature, makes what was true in Christ also true in 
the believer (1 John.2:8). The law of Moses tells a dead sinner to 
do something in order to obtain life. The law of liberty tells a 
living saint to due what has become ‘natural’ to him. 
Levi, as under law, was no better than any other tribe. See Luke 
10:29-37. The law did not give the Levite any capacity to love 
his neighbour. He could look down his nose upon the half-dead 
man, judging him for his folly in departing from Jerusalem. But 
by contrast there was One who showed mercy—the Samaritan 
surely a picture of Christ. Only as taking character from Christ 
will those who belong to Him be able to “do likewise” 
(Lk.10:37). 
So James concludes with these words in v.13, “Mercy glories 
over judgment”. The mercy of the Samaritan was glorious—a 
display of love. The judgment of the Levite was shameful—a 
display of law. 
 



Section 4: Faith & Works and the World to Come. Judah 
James 2:14-26  
What is the profit, my brethren, if any one 
say he have faith, but have not works? can 
faith save him? Now if a brother or a sis-
ter is naked and destitute of daily food, 
and one from amongst you say to them, 
Go in peace, be warmed and filled; but 
give not to them the needful things for the 
body, what is the profit? So also faith, if it 
have not works, is dead by itself. But 
some one will say, Thou hast faith and I 
have works. Shew me thy faith without 
works, and I from my works will shew 
thee my faith. Thou believest that God is 
one. Thou doest well. The demons even 
believe, and tremble. But wilt thou know, 
O vain man, that faith without works is 
dead? Was not Abraham our father justi-
fied by works when he had offered Isaac 
his son upon the altar? Thou seest that 
faith wrought with his works, and that by 
works faith was perfected. And the scrip-
ture was fulfilled which says, Abraham 
believed God, and it was reckoned to him 
as righteousness, and he was called Friend 
of God. Ye see that a man is justified on 
the principle of works, and not on the 
principle of faith only. But was not in like 
manner also Rahab the harlot justified on 
the principle of works, when she had re-
ceived the messengers and put them forth 
by another way? For as the body without a 
spirit is dead, so also faith without works 
is dead. 

Genesis 29:35 
And she again conceived, 
and bore a son, and said, 
This time will I praise Je-
hovah; therefore she called 
his name Judah. And she 
ceased to bear. 
Genesis 49:8-12 
Judah—as to thee, thy 
brethren will praise thee; 
Thy hand will be upon the 
neck of thine enemies; Thy 
father’s children will bow 
down to thee. Judah is a 
young lion; From the prey, 
my son, thou art gone up. 
He stoopeth, he layeth him-
self down as a lion, And as 
a lioness: who will rouse 
him up? The sceptre will 
not depart from Judah, Nor 
the lawgiver from between 
his feet, Until Shiloh 
come, And to him will be 
the obedience of peoples. 
He bindeth his foal to the 
vine, And his ass’s colt to 
the choice vine; He 
washeth his dress in wine, 
And his garment in the 
blood of grapes. The eyes 
are red with wine, And the 
teeth are white with milk. 

 
When Leah gave birth to Judah she stopped looking for Jacob’s 
attention or favouritism. Her first three sons were to her like 
gaining points in a competition against Rachel. But this time she 
looked away from man and looked up to God. This time there 
was simple faith and simple gratitude resulting in praise to Jeho-
vah. Judah’s name means praise. 
At the end of his life Jacob was able to look back and consider 
Judah’s actions—his behaviour—his works. With this in mind 
he says to Judah, “thy brethren will praise thee” (Gen.49:8). He 



was given his name through Leah’s simple faith. He lived up to 
his name through his own works. (These works came to light 
subsequent to God’s discipline in his own life. In Genesis 38 he 
sinned terribly. But through that sin he learned what righteous-
ness was and he learned what the heart of a father was. When the 
crisis came for the ten brothers who were guilty towards Joseph 
and towards their father, Reuben demonstrated that he had not 
morally changed. In Gen.42:36-38, Reuben proposed the killing 
of his own two sons if he failed to protect Benjamin. Jacob re-
fused this foolish and heartless suggestion. After a delay Judah 
took the lead. He proposed bearing the guilt himself and Jacob 
agreed to send Benjamin with them. From this point on Reuben 
is displaced by Judah. In Gen.44:14 it is “Judah and his breth-
ren” who come to Joseph’s house. Judah takes the lead.) 
At his birth, faith becomes prominent. In his life, works become 
prominent—works of faith, wrought by God’s discipline. But 
more than this: in his blessings Jacob sets before Judah a future, 
the future to which Old Testament faith looked forward. It is the 
promise of the kingdom, the sceptre, Shiloh, the Lion of the tribe 
of Judah. 
Ch.2:14-26 
Hebrews 11, the great chapter of faith, is divided into three sec-
tions—corresponding with the three men mentioned in the first 
paragraph: Abel, Enoch and Noah. The three sections describe 
faith’s object, faith’s journey and faith’s conflict. In the first sec-
tion Abraham is given as a great example of one who was will-
ing to give up everything because of the object set before him. 
He looked on to the world to come, to the kingdom. In the sec-
ond section Moses is mentioned at the beginning of the journey, 
and Rahab at the end. 
James gives two examples of the way that works are a proof of 
faith: Abraham and Rahab. Paul uses both of them as examples 
in Hebrews 11. Their works were works of faith. There is no 
need to say they were justified before men. Abraham put his son 
on the altar—something of which no man would approve. Rahab 
betrayed her country—something of which no man would ap-
prove. James doesn’t want us to think about being justified be-
fore men. “It is God who justifies” (Rom.8:33). To say it simply, 
a profession of belief without a change in life is a dead profes-
sion. 
Concerning the future prospect especially set before Judah—the 
‘world to come’ under the rule of the promised Messiah—



Abraham and Rahab both had faith. They both looked on to that 
day. Interestingly, like Judah, they were both given important 
places in the genealogy of Christ in Matthew 1. 
Through the line of Judah, God intended to establish His Son in 
His reign and kingdom. The faith of Rahab and Abraham was 
true faith in a coming world. That faith influenced their behav-
iour. 
This section is not designed to make us doubt our salvation but 
to challenge us. Works are outward—things done in the body—
and are a demonstration of our faith. In Genesis 15 Abraham 
was justified by faith, and this before the works of Genesis 
22:16. 
Faith involves believing. But the demons even believe and trem-
ble. There is such a thing as dead faith. James speaks of dead 
faith (Jas.2:26); Paul speaks of dead works (Heb.9:14); Peter 
speaks of dead knowledge (2 Pet.2:20). Living faith is accompa-
nied by repentance toward God (Acts 20:21) and produces a 
change in our lives. If we have living faith, there must be some 
kind of change in our lives. For example, the Philippian gaoler 
did works—he washed Paul and Silas, took them home and fed 
them. This was the result of his response to the message, “Be-
lieve on the Lord Jesus and thou shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31). It 
changed his life. 
Take note that the works are not works of law. James’ two ex-
amples show this. Rahab betrayed her country and Abraham 
‘killed’ his son. These are not works of law but works of faith. 
By works, faith was perfected in them. It was shown to be a 
genuine faith. The just shall live by faith. We are created in 
Christ Jesus for good works (see Eph 2:10). 
As a side note. Verse 26 defines death in this way: “the body 
without a spirit is dead”. This was evident when the Lord Jesus 
on the cross said, “Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit” 
(Luke 23:46) and when by His own power He “delivered up his 
spirit” (John 19:30). It was evident too with Stephen, saying, 
“Lord Jesus, receive my spirit” (Acts 7:59). The spirit does not 
die; it never dies. Death is the biblical term to describe the con-
dition of the body without a spirit. In a similar way, hades is the 
biblical term to describe the condition of the spirit—and soul—
without a body. Hades is not a place any more than death is a 
place. When the Lord Jesus died, His spirit and soul went im-
mediately to paradise (Luke 23:43)—a place. When He died, his 
soul was in hades (Acts 2:27)—a condition. 



Section 5: The Tongue … greater judgment. Dan 
James 3:1-12 
Be not many teachers, my brethren, knowing that 
we shall receive greater judgment. For we all 
often offend. If any one offend not in word, he is 
a perfect man, able to bridle the whole body too. 
Behold, we put the bits in the mouths of the 
horses, that they may obey us, and we turn round 
their whole bodies. Behold also the ships, which 
are so great, and driven by violent winds, are 
turned about by a very small rudder, wherever the 
pleasure of the helmsman will. Thus also the 
tongue is a little member, and boasts great things. 
See how little a fire, how large a wood it kindles! 
and the tongue is fire, the world of unrighteous-
ness; the tongue is set in our members, the defiler 
of the whole body, and which sets fire to the 
course of nature, and is set on fire of hell. For 
every species both of beasts and of birds, both of 
creeping things and of sea animals, is tamed and 
has been tamed by the human species; but the 
tongue can no one among men tame; it is an un-
settled evil, full of death-bringing poison. 
Therewith bless we the Lord and Father, and 
therewith curse we men made after the likeness of 
God. Out of the same mouth goes forth blessing 
and cursing. It is not right, my brethren, that these 
things should be thus. Does the fountain, out of 
the same opening, pour forth sweet and bitter? 
Can, my brethren, a fig produce olives, or a vine 
figs? Neither can salt water make sweet water. 

Genesis 30:5-6 
And Bilhah con-
ceived, and bore 
Jacob a son. And 
Rachel said, God 
has done me justice, 
and has also heard 
my voice, and given 
me a son; therefore 
she called his name 
Dan. 
Genesis 49:16-18 
Dan will judge his 
people, As another 
of the tribes of Is-
rael. Dan will be a 
serpent on the way, 
A horned snake on 
the path, Which 
biteth the horse’s 
heels, So that the 
rider falleth back-
wards. 
I wait for thy salva-
tion, O Jehovah. 

 
In the fifth section James develops a theme corresponding with 
Dan. Dan means judge. Rachel gave him that name because she 
misguidedly thought that God had judged—like a referee in a 
game—to help her score points against Leah in the childbirth 
competition. In Genesis 30:1 she spoke offensively to Jacob on 
account of her envy of her sister, “Give me children, or else I 
die”. This made Jacob angry. It also caused Rachel to behave 
foolishly in asking Jacob to take her maid Bilhah. When the 
child was born she claimed that God had judged in her favour 
because of her words. 
When Jacob gave his prophetic blessings in Genesis 49 he was 
enabled by the Holy Spirit to foresee some terrible things about 
the tribe of Dan. The manner of his words causes some Bible 



students to think that the antichrist will come from the tribe of 
Dan. Jacob speaks of one who will judge his people but who will 
have a devilish tendency. Although these things will be true of 
the antichrist, it is unlikely that the Jews would accept as their 
king anyone who could not prove himself to come from the tribe 
of Judah. It is more likely that Dan is here a figure of anti-
christ—and not the father of antichrist. 
The coming of antichrist is future. But long in the past the tribe 
of Dan was infamous for bringing idolatry amongst Israel in the 
land. The account of this is given in the first appendix to the 
book of Judges (ch.17-18). What terrible judgments were made! 
What terrible words were spoken! What death-bringing poison 
was brought in! 
Ch.3:1-12 
Although James makes special reference to teachers, this section 
has an application to all believers. He addresses the invariable 
problem of causing offence to others—especially through the 
spoken word. 
Verse 1. “Be not many teachers”. We should not take up the re-
sponsibility of providing teaching lightly. A teacher especially 
should take care that his teaching matches his conduct and prac-
tice. In particular he must take great care—whether on or off the 
platform—not to speak so as to cause offence, and not to speak 
about anyone in a derogatory way—“cursing” (v.10). 
Verse 2. Knowing that we all often offend—in saying things not 
matching our holy calling—the path of wisdom is to remain si-
lent in any situation where tempers might arise. 
Verses 3-4. An important principle arises here. In Matt.12:37 the 
Lord Jesus says, “by thy words thou shalt be justified, and by thy 
words thou shalt be condemned”. Sometimes wrong words ema-
nate from wrong beliefs. Other times, habitual usage of wrong 
words can influence beliefs in a wrong way. We must not con-
tinually overlook faulty expressions and terminology as if they 
don’t matter. This is particularly important in connection with 
singing. Words set to music tend to become more easily embed-
ded in the memory than spoken words. Constantly singing words 
that are doctrinally defective will ultimately have a negative ef-
fect on the beliefs of the ones who sing. 
Verses 5-8. Once again, knowing these dangers we should pray 
to the Lord for wisdom that we would not offend. We should ask 



ourselves whether what we intend to say is true. Is it kind? Is it 
necessary? Is it gossip? 
Verse 9. An interesting use of grammar occurs here. Two per-
sons of the Godhead are mentioned using one article—“The 
Lord and Father”. Paul is very clear in 1 Corinthians 8:6 that 
when a Christian speaks of God he speaks of the Father, and 
when a Christian speaks of the Lord he speaks of Jesus Christ. 
James is not contradicting Paul here. By using one article, he is 
not saying that the two names belong to one Person (as if to say, 
an alternative name for the Father is Lord) but that we address 
one thing to both Persons—blessing. By blessing here he means 
praise and worship. Christians address their worship to the Lord 
Jesus Christ and to the Father. 
Verse 10. To speak well of the Father and Son carries with it a 
solemn obligation. Dare we speak well of God and badly of 
men? It should not be. 
Verses 11-12 reinforce what he had just said in verses 9-10. It is 
likely that James does not merely pick random illustrations from 
nature here but rather that he also calls to mind incidents from 
Israel’s history.  
In Exodus 15:22-26, Marah’s bitter waters were made sweet by 
casting in wood. The cross should produce in us self-judgment 
so that what comes to us naturally is held in the place of death.  
In 2 Kings 2:19-22, Elisha commenced his ministry by putting 
salt into a new cruse and casting it into the bad water. Elisha was 
the vessel of grace—the new cruse. Paul says, “Let your word be 
always with grace, seasoned with salt, so as to know how ye 
ought to answer each one” (Col.4:6). A corrective word is not 
cursing. It is needful to prove that grace is really grace and not 
laxity. 
In Judges 9:6-15, Jotham spoke a parable about the fig, the olive 
and the vine. Each had its own distinctive character, and each 
was distinct from the thorn-bush whose words became fire—
figuratively and literally (Jas.3:6). 
Due to the extent of the damage potentially caused by the 
tongue, Scripture mentions it often. Here are a few examples: 
Prov.10:19—In the multitude of words there wanteth not trans-
gression; but he that restraineth his lips doeth wisely. 
Ps.19:14— Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my 
heart be acceptable in thy sight, O Jehovah, my rock, and my 
redeemer. 



Ps.31:20—Thou keepest them concealed in the secret of thy 
presence from the conspiracies of man; thou hidest them in a pa-
vilion from the strife of tongues. 
Ps.39:1—I said, I will take heed to my ways, that I sin not with 
my tongue: I will keep my mouth with a muzzle, while the 
wicked is before me. 
Ps.45:1—My heart is welling forth with a good matter: I say 
what I have composed touching the king. My tongue is the pen 
of a ready writer. 
 



Section 6: Emulation, strife, wars, fightings. Naphtali 
James 3:13—4:6 
Who is wise and understanding among you; let him 
shew out of a good conversation his works in meek-
ness of wisdom; but if ye have bitter emulation and 
strife in your hearts, do not boast and lie against the 
truth. This is not the wisdom which comes down 
from above, but earthly, natural, devilish. For where 
emulation and strife are, there is disorder and every 
evil thing. But the wisdom from above first is pure, 
then peaceful, gentle, yielding, full of mercy and 
good fruits, unquestioning, unfeigned. But the fruit 
of righteousness in peace is sown for them that make 
peace. 
Whence come wars and whence fightings among 
you? Is it not thence, —from your pleasures, which 
war in your members? Ye lust and have not: ye kill 
and are full of envy, and cannot obtain; ye fight and 
war; ye have not because ye ask not. Ye ask and re-
ceive not, because ye ask evilly, that ye may con-
sume it in your pleasures. Adulteresses, know ye not 
that friendship with the world is enmity with God? 
Whoever therefore is minded to be the friend of the 
world is constituted enemy of God. Think ye that the 
scripture speaks in vain? Does the Spirit which has 
taken his abode in us desire enviously? But he gives 
more grace. Wherefore he says, God sets himself 
against the proud, but gives grace to the lowly. 

Genesis 30:7-8 
And Bilhah Ra-
chel’s maidser-
vant again con-
ceived, and bore 
Jacob a second 
son. And Rachel 
said, Wrestlings 
of God have I 
wrestled with 
my sister, and 
have prevailed; 
and she called 
his name Naph-
tali. 
Genesis 49:21 
Naphtali is a 
hind let loose; 
He giveth 
goodly words. 

 
In this sixth section James draws lessons from Naphtali. After 
her maidservant Bilhah had born one son—Dan, Rachel contin-
ued her jealous struggle against Leah. Prior to Dan’s conception 
she had demanded children from Jacob, not from God. She 
asked out of a spirit of lust and envy. She asked the wrong per-
son. She asked evilly. 
After Dan’s birth she was still not satisfied. When Bilhah bore a 
second son to Jacob, Rachel took credit for it. She thought she 
was in a competition with her sister Leah. Leah had already 
scored four points. On Rachel’s behalf, Bilhah scores two points 
and—with all the wisdom of a blind fanatic—she concludes that 
she has now defeated Leah. “Four to you; two to me: I win.” 
In the course of this folly she even stoops so low that she in-
vokes the name of God—“wrestlings of God”. From this lie 



against the truth she derived the name for Naphtali, which means 
my wrestling. 
Ch.3:13-18 
Verse 13. Just as faith has accompanying works, so wisdom and 
understanding are accompanied by meekness. Meekness does 
not take offence when another speaks against you. It doesn’t get 
bitter and twisted when things don’t go your way. 
Verse 14 shows that bitter emulation and strife is actually a form 
of boasting! How often do we try to excuse ourselves by saying, 
“I’m just a sensitive person”. This is nothing else than pride! If 
we dare take the next step and initiate strife because of our 
“delicate feelings”, this is nothing else than boasting! Pride 
doesn’t only look down on another; it also looks up enviously at 
another. Rachel was so sure she was the favourite wife that she 
completely deceived herself about the rules and the scores of her 
silly competition. 
Verses 15-16. James speaks of wisdom that is earthly, natural 
and devilish—‘wisdom’ that results in disorder and every evil 
thing. Paul speaks of the wisdom of this world (1 Cor.2)—
wisdom that resulted in the crucifixion of the Lord of glory. 
Wisdom like this is actually folly. Both James and Paul call it 
wisdom in an ironical sense. 
Earthly, natural and devilish contrast with heavenly, spiritual 
and divine. It doesn’t take much discernment to pick the differ-
ence when we see these things in action—but, sadly, when we 
are personally involved we easily deceive ourselves. 
In verse 17 James sums up heavenly, spiritual and divine wis-
dom with one expression—the wisdom from above. This kind of 
wisdom is first pure, then peaceful. Notice that it is not peace at 
the expense of purity. In Scripture, righteousness always comes 
before peace (e.g. Heb.7:2, etc.). This wisdom is peaceful be-
cause it is “gentle, yielding, full of mercy and good fruits, un-
questioning, unfeigned”. These lovely attributes need no expla-
nation. 
Verse 18. Righteousness is at the very root of divine wisdom—
taking the form of purity. It should not only be the root but it 
should bear fruit, it should reproduce itself. But this will only 
happen if we sow in the right soil. The soil here is peace. Even if 
we take a position on the side of righteousness, if we are not 
peace-makers then righteousness will not bear fruit. 



When Moses blessed the tribes, “of Naphtali he said, Naphtali, 
satisfied with favour, And full of the blessing of Jehovah” 
(Deut.33:23). This is a great contrast from the meaning of his 
name and the circumstances of his birth. It fits very nicely with 
what Jacob also said in his prophetic message in Genesis 49—
“Naphtali is a hind let loose; He giveth goodly words”. 
This is beautifully seen in one of Naphtali’s most illustrious 
daughters. She had been captive—not only to devilish wisdom 
but to seven demons. The hind is by nature a gentle graceful 
animal. Psalm 22 opens with the untranslated Hebrew phrase, 
“Aijeleth Shahar”—the hind of the morning. Many believe it re-
lates to the way the rays of the morning sun come up as horns 
before the sun rises above the hills. On the morning of the resur-
rection of the Lord Jesus the goodly words of Psalm 22 begin to 
take shape. In v.22 the Lord Jesus says, “I will declare thy name 
unto my brethren”. It was through Mary Magdalene (Migdal-El 
was in Naphtali, Josh.19:38), herself a hind let loose, that the 
Lord made this declaration, giving her goodly words to speak, 
wonderful words. 
Ch.4:1-6 
These verse add emphasis to what James has just said. Just as 
Rachel didn’t actually kill Leah, the killing in verse 2 may not 
be literal. But it is really the natural tendency of the heart of 
anyone who is full of envy. We don’t really know the depth of 
evil in our own hearts. We can be guilty of this morally even if 
we do not literally kill. 
Verse 3. Have you ever attended a prayer meeting when some-
body utters a prayer in effect asking God to take sides in a com-
petition? “Please cause the brothers who disagree with me to re-
alise that they are wrong”! Such utterances are not prayers at all. 
They are evil. 
Verse 4. Making ourselves enemies of fellow-believers makes us 
friends of the world. And friendship with the world is enmity 
with God. This is a striking expression—“Adulteresses”. Leah as 
well as Rachel gave in to this ungodly competition. Whenever 
we do likewise, we invariably take on this world’s methods. By 
behaving the way the world is behaving we become its friend 
and God’s enemy, speaking practically. 
Verse 5. The Holy Spirit is never the author of envious desire in 
the believer. When we sin, the Holy Spirit is grieved, until we 
repent and confess our sins and our communion with God is re-
stored. But His grief is not envy. He never initiates envy. 



Verse 6. On the contrary, the Holy Spirit in trying circumstances 
gives more grace. In the first part of this section we saw that 
emulation and strife were a form of boasting; here that lust and 
envy are a form of pride. There we saw that the wisdom from 
above has a spirit of meekness; here we see that the Spirit’s 
grace produces lowliness. Boasting is the opposite of meekness; 
pride is the opposite of lowliness. 
 



Section 7: Submit; Resist; One is Lawgiver and Judge. Gad 
James 4:7-12 
Subject yourselves therefore to 
God. Resist the devil, and he will 
flee from you. Draw near to God, 
and he will draw near to you. 
Cleanse your hands, sinners, and 
purify your hearts, ye double-
minded. Be wretched, and mourn, 
and weep: let your laughter be 
turned to mourning, and your joy 
to heaviness. Humble yourselves 
before the Lord, and he shall exalt 
you. 
Speak not against one another, 
brethren. He that speaks against his 
brother, or judges his brother, 
speaks against the law and judges 
the law. But if thou judgest the 
law, thou art not doer of the law, 
but judge. One is the lawgiver 
and judge, who is able to save and 
to destroy: but who art thou who 
judgest thy neighbour? 

Genesis 30:10-11 
And Zilpah Leah’s maidservant 
bore Jacob a son. And Leah said, 
Fortunately! and she called his 
name Gad. 
Genesis 49:19 
Gad—troops will rush upon 
him; But he will rush upon the 
heel. 
Deuteronomy 33:20-21 
And of Gad he said, Blessed be he 
that enlargeth Gad! As a lion doth 
he dwell, and teareth the arm, even 
the top of the head. And he pro-
vided the first part for himself, For 
there was reserved the portion of 
the lawgiver; And he came with 
the heads of the people; The justice 
of Jehovah and his judgments Hath 
he executed with Israel. 

 
There is not a strong break between this section and the last. 
James makes a smooth transition in the lessons drawn from the 
sons of the maidservants Bilhah and Zilpah. Chapter 4:6 is both 
a dividing line and a link between Naphtali (fighting and wres-
tling—an evidence of worldly influence) and Gad (evidences of 
devilish influences). 
Gad’s name means fortune. Rachel’s competitive spirit drew 
Leah into the game. After Judah, her fourth, she had ceased to 
bear children. When she saw what Rachel was doing, she also 
gave her maidservant to Jacob. At the birth of Judah it looked as 
though she had learned to look away from her circumstances and 
up in gratitude to God. But in Gen.30:9 she was looking not at 
God but at Rachel. Rachel had named her surrogate sons blas-
phemously. Leah now names her surrogate son devilishly. This is 
the first name taken from a heathen deity. 
In western countries people no longer bow to physical images of 
false gods. But fortune, luck, or chance has come to dominate 
western society. On any ordinary day the lottery offices are full; 
when the jackpot increases they overflow—men chasing money 



they haven’t earned. In common schools evolutionary theory is 
taught as fact; in universities its philosophy dominates every 
discipline—men attributing their origins to random chance. 
Later in Israel’s history the tribe of Gad was associated in a sad 
choice with Reuben and half Manasseh. They chose not to enter 
the land God had promised. Before crossing the Jordan, they 
found themselves in a place suited to cattle. They decided that 
because they had many cattle, this was the place for them. Gov-
erned by chance and circumstance they made a decision that 
would tragically affect the following generations. 
Ch.4:7-10 
Subjection (v.7) and humility (v.10) are first principles of Chris-
tianity. They are principles that should be learned in a Christian 
home. The highest relationship from which they flow is our rela-
tionship with God—and if this is real they will be seen in all our 
other relationships of life. 
Insubjection to God will expose us to the influence of the devil. 
Without subjection to God it is impossible to resist the devil. 
Without nearness to God (v.8) it is impossible to have clean 
hands and pure hearts. Leah’s praise at Judah’s birth was a mo-
mentary outburst, not a habitual drawing near. In consequence 
she was double-minded. To one son she gives an elevated name 
to acknowledge the greatness of God (Judah); to the next she 
gives a debased name to give credit to a heathen deity (Gad). 
In verse 9 he speaks of the laughter and joy which are derived 
from devilish influence. When men experience what they call 
good fortune their invariable immediate response is to blas-
pheme. Many who have hit the jackpot have afterwards found 
themselves in conditions like the prodigal son. For the believer, 
even the idea of these things should produce a weight upon our 
spirits—sorrow and heaviness. 
It is the Lord to whom we should look to be lifted up (v.10) not 
to devilish fortune. But in looking to Him, elevation doesn’t 
come by playing our cards right, backing the right horse or pick-
ing the right numbers; it comes by humbling ourselves. 
Ch.4:11-12 
Concerning the future of Gad, both Jacob and Moses foresaw 
better things. In a coming day Gad will no longer act in high-
minded insubjection to God but will acknowledge Him as the 
true lawgiver. Consequently he will, together with all Israel, 
execute the justice of Jehovah and His judgments. 



In Gen.49:19 Jacob drops the meaning of Gad’s name and in-
stead plays on the sound of the words—“gadh, gedhudh, 
yeghudhennu”—to show that an attack would be made upon 
Gad, and then that Gad would successfully resist that attack. 
Verse 11. It is insubjection to God and pride that result in speak-
ing against one another. Failure to apply verses 7 to 10 results in 
this. The solution is to practically acknowledge that it is God 
who is the lawgiver and judge. In this capacity He starts with 
me; and consequently I must start with myself. I must apply His 
word to myself, not to others; I must judge myself, not others. 
 



Section 8: Traffic and make gain. Asher 
James 4:13-17 
Go to now, ye who say, To-day 
or to-morrow will we go into 
such a city and spend a year 
there, and traffic and make 
gain, ye who do not know 
what will be on the morrow, 
(for what is your life? It is even 
a vapour, appearing for a little 
while, and then disappearing,) 
instead of your saying, If the 
Lord should so will and we 
should live, we will also do 
this or that. But now ye glory 
in your vauntings: all such glo-
rying is evil. To him therefore 
who knows how to do good, 
and does it not, to him it is sin. 

Genesis 30:12-13 
And Zilpah Leah’s maidservant bore 
Jacob a second son. And Leah said, 
Happy am I; for the daughters will 
call me blessed! and she called his 
name Asher. 
Genesis 49:20 
Out of Asher, his bread shall be fat, 
And he will give royal dainties. 
Deuteronomy 33:24-25 
And of Asher he said, Asher shall be 
blessed with sons; Let him be accept-
able to his brethren, And let him dip 
his foot in oil. Iron and brass shall be 
thy bolts; And thy rest as thy days. 

 
At this point James appears to change his subject abruptly. With 
regard to the births of the sons of Jacob there was not such an 
abrupt change. His next son was the second born to Zilpah as a 
surrogate for Leah. The first, Gad, was named after a heathen 
deity connected with luck. This second, Asher, was named be-
cause his birth made Leah happy—or, as it is also translated, 
blessed. 
It is very common for Christians to mistakenly call earthly pros-
perity “blessing”. At best it is a mercy. At worst, a root of every 
evil. Leah, drawn into competition with Rachel, measured her 
earthly prosperity by the number of sons she could count as hers. 
She then concluded that this earthly prosperity was a blessing 
from God. For God’s earthly people, such a conclusion was bib-
lically based. Deut.28:4 says, “Blessed shall be the fruit of thy 
womb, and the fruit of thy ground, and the fruit of thy cattle”. 
Material prosperity was indeed one way God promised to rec-
ompense His earthly people for their faithfulness. But even in 
Old Testament times, the reciprocal idea was not valid. Material 
prosperity was not proof of God’s blessing, not proof of a man’s 
faithfulness. Asaph says in Psalm 73:12, “these are the wicked, 
and they prosper in the world: they heap up riches”. 



Ch.4:13-17 
In these verses James addresses this issue. The pursuit of earthly 
wealth, in contrast to true blessing, often involves the assertion 
of self-will instead of submission to the Lord’s will. Sometimes 
self-will is falsely attributed to the Lord using the self-
vindicating phrase, “Well, I prayed about it”. 
Clearly, not all financial gain is “ill-gotten gain”. Not all money 
is “filthy lucre”. It may indeed be the Lord’s will for some be-
lievers to grow materially rich. But even for these—“not many” 
(1 Cor.1:26)—the riches entrusted to them are not a blessing but 
a stewardship. 
To be puffed up about the accumulation of wealth is evil. To use 
that wealth to do good is a basic requirement. For this reason 
James concludes, “To him therefore who knows how to do good, 
and does it not, to him it is sin” (v.17). 
As to gaining wealth and doing good, both Jacob and Moses 
speak well of Asher. The figurative language of Moses suggests 
that his material gain will be used spiritually, used in a manner 
to benefit the people of God: “Asher shall be blessed with sons; 
Let him be acceptable to his brethren, And let him dip his foot in 
oil” (Deut.33:24). Jacob likewise—“Out of Asher, his bread 
shall be fat, And he will give royal dainties” (Gen.49:20). 
Whether spiritual or material, whatever we gain ought to be used 
for the benefit of our brethren. This was certainly true of one of 
the best-known daughters of Asher—“a prophetess, Anna … of 
the tribe of Asher, … a widow … who did not depart from the 
temple, serving night and day with fastings and prayers; and she 
coming up the same hour gave praise to the Lord, and spoke of 
him to all those who waited for redemption in Jerusalem” (Luke 
2:36-38). 
 



Section 9: Wages of labourers kept back. Issachar 
James 5:1-6 
Go to now, ye rich, weep, 
howling over your miseries 
that are coming upon you. 
Your wealth is become rot-
ten, and your garments 
moth-eaten. Your gold and 
silver is eaten away, and 
their canker shall be for a 
witness against you, and 
shall eat your flesh as fire. 
Ye have heaped up treasure 
in the last days. Behold, the 
wages of your labourers, 
who have harvested your 
fields, wrongfully kept back 
by you, cry, and the cries of 
those that have reaped are 
entered into the ears of the 
Lord of sabaoth. Ye have 
lived luxuriously on the 
earth and indulged your-
selves; ye have nourished 
your hearts as in a day of 
slaughter; ye have con-
demned, ye have killed the 
just; he does not resist you. 

Genesis 30:14-18 
And Reuben went out in the days of 
wheat-harvest, and found mandrakes in 
the fields; and he brought them to his 
mother Leah. And Rachel said to Leah, 
Give me, I pray thee, of thy son’s man-
drakes. And she said to her, Is it too little 
that thou hast taken my husband, that 
thou wilt take my son’s mandrakes also? 
And Rachel said, Therefore he shall lie 
with thee to-night for thy son’s man-
drakes. 
And when Jacob came from the fields in 
the evening, Leah went out to meet him, 
and said, Thou must come in to me, for 
indeed I have hired thee with my son’s 
mandrakes. And he lay with her that 
night And God hearkened to Leah, and 
she conceived, and bore Jacob a fifth 
son. And Leah said, God has given me 
my hire, because I have given my maid-
servant to my husband; and she called his 
name Issachar. 
Genesis 49:14-15 
Issachar is a bony ass, Crouching down 
between two hurdles. And he saw the 
rest that it was good, And the land that it 
was pleasant; And he bowed his shoulder 
to bear, And was a tributary servant. 

 
In contrast to the abrupt transition between sections 7 and 8, 
James here makes a smooth transition between sections 8 and 9. 
Here he further develops matters connected with material 
wealth—but he does so in a manner especially suited to the 
unique character of this epistle. 
Remember that James wrote to a mixed company: true believers 
together with individuals having only an external connection 
with Christianity. There is a conspicuous absence of any men-
tion of the sacrificial death of Christ. This is not his theme. In-
stead he puts emphasis on practical behaviour suited to genuine 
faith. Surely no genuine believer would be guilty of the things 
mentioned in this paragraph, would they? 



The rivalry between Leah and Rachel led to a very low level 
morally prior to the birth of Issachar. Rachel, complacent with 
Jacob’s favour, vaunted her position in a way calculated to de-
mean Leah and to show complete disrespect for her husband. 
She treated Jacob as if he were a male prostitute and hired out 
his sexual favours to Leah. In the account given in Genesis 30, 
Rachel disappears after her disgraceful conversation with Leah. 
She makes no attempt to explain to Jacob that he was her prop-
erty and that she had rented him out to Leah. Leah was left to 
‘do her own dirty work’—“Thou must come in to me, for indeed 
I have hired thee with my son’s mandrakes. And he lay with her 
that night” (Gen.30:16). 
From this rendezvous another son was born to Leah. From this 
background she named him. Issachar means, there is hire. 
Ch.5:1-6 
It is evident that amongst those who professed to be Christians 
were some who were wealthy Jews. In particular, some of these 
had obtained their wealth by unjust means. 
To become rich at another’s expense means that the other is 
caused to suffer. Scripture often characterises an act by its ten-
dency. For example, “Destroy not him with thy meat for whom 
Christ has died” (Rom.14:15). Destroy? A true believer—
eternally saved—cannot perish, but the attitude and behaviour of 
one who would carelessly stumble him would cause him to per-
ish if it could. It moves in that direction. That is its tendency. 
Likewise here (v.5-6), to defraud someone of his income is to 
have the same attitude and behaviour as someone who would kill 
him. 
The principle of commercial trade between believers of the as-
sembly is abhorrent to every spiritual mind. The Lord Jesus cast 
the commercial traders out of the temple, saying, “Make not my 
Father’s house a house of merchandise” (John 2:16). They oper-
ated a system of things that had actually developed from a bibli-
cal basis. Before starting their journey to Jerusalem, people liv-
ing a long way from the temple were permitted to sell their sacri-
ficial animal so that they needed to carry only the money with 
them; then they could exchange the money for an equivalent 
animal when they reached Jerusalem. But just as men abuse al-
most everything God has given, so it was here. A biblical mercy 
was perverted to become a commercial enterprise. 
The idea of making money out of my brother violates every 
brotherly instinct. But we should apply the teaching here in 



every area of life, not only amongst our brethren. Perhaps the 
simplest example is when a shopkeeper gives too much change: 
don’t wrongfully keep it but return it immediately and cheer-
fully. In days when dishonesty governs the hearts of men, a sim-
ple act like this can be a strong testimony to the claims of Christ. 
 



Section 10: Patience in the light of the Prospect. Zebulun 
James 5:7-8 
Have patience, therefore, 
brethren, till the coming of 
the Lord. Behold, the la-
bourer awaits the precious 
fruit of the earth, having 
patience for it until it re-
ceive the early and the lat-
ter rain. Ye also have pa-
tience: stablish your hearts, 
for the coming of the Lord 
is drawn nigh. 

Genesis 30:19-20 
And Leah again conceived, and bore 
Jacob a sixth son; and Leah said, God has 
endowed me with a good dowry; this time 
will my husband dwell with me, because I 
have borne him six sons. And she called 
his name Zebulun. 
Genesis 49:13 
Zebulun will dwell at the shore of the 
seas; Yea, he will be at the shore of the 
ships, And his side toucheth upon Sidon. 

As James nears the close of his epistle, only three short sections  
remain. Of the three remaining sons of Jacob, the biblical ac-
counts of Zebulun are very brief. He is not presented as an out-
standing character—not the man himself, nor the tribe as a 
whole, nor even individuals from within that tribe. Perhaps the 
most outstanding was a judge of Israel named Elon, and Scrip-
ture tells us almost nothing about him—allocating only two 
verses to his history in Judges 12:11-12. 
The one significant thing, then, is the meaning of Zebulun’s 
name—dwelling. He was Leah’s sixth and last son. There was 
one thing she looked forward to as a result of his birth—that 
Jacob would dwell with her. In Jacob’s last message he placed 
emphasis on the meaning of Zebulun’s name—“Zebulun will 
dwell at the shore of the seas” (Gen.49:13). The prospect in view 
for him was an inheritance close to Gentile territory, far towards 
the north—in darkness, in a place despised by most of the peo-
ple. But it was to this region of darkness that the Lord Jesus 
came in at first (see Isa.9:1 and Matt.4:12-17) preaching about 
another prospect: the kingdom of the heavens drawn nigh. 
Ch.5:7-8 
In verse 7 the early rain reminds us of the Lord’s first coming; 
the latter of His second. It is not until after the latter rain that the 
labourer obtains the precious fruits. The Lord Jesus Himself is 
the greatest labourer—“My Father worketh hitherto and I work”. 
He is waiting patiently until He comes to take the fruit of the 
travail of His soul. 
In God’s governmental dealings we reap what we have sowed. 
For us, the fruit of our labours here may not be seen until the 
Lord comes to reign. 



Leah looked forward to her husband dwelling with her. Zebulun 
too had a prospect in view. For us, Christians, the prospect is the 
coming again of the Lord Jesus. In verse 8, James, consistent 
with all New Testament writings, says “the coming of the Lord 
is drawn nigh”. John 14:3 “I am coming”; Rom.13:12 “the day is 
near”; 1 Thess.1:10 “to await his Son”; 2 Pet.3:9 “does not de-
lay”; Rev.22:7 “I come quickly”. 
In this section it is patience in awaiting fruit that cannot be ob-
tained until the Lord’s coming. The next section deals with an-
other kind of patience—patience in suffering. 
 



Section 11: Suffering & patience; the end of the Lord. Joseph 
James 5:9-12 
Complain not one against 
another, brethren, that ye 
be not judged. Behold, the 
judge stands before the 
door. Take as an example, 
brethren, of suffering and 
having patience, the 
prophets, who have spo-
ken in the name of the 
Lord. Behold, we call 
them blessed who have 
endured. Ye have heard of 
the endurance of Job, and 
seen the end of the Lord; 
that the Lord is full of 
tender compassion and 
pitiful. 
But before all things, my 
brethren, swear not, nei-
ther by heaven, nor by the 
earth, nor by any other 
oath; but let your yea be 
yea, and your nay, nay, 
that ye do not fall under 
judgment. 

Genesis 30:22-24 
And God remembered Rachel, and God lis-
tened to her, and opened her womb. And 
she conceived, and bore a son, and said, 
God has taken away my reproach. And 
she called his name Joseph; and said, Jeho-
vah will add to me another son. 
Genesis 49:22-26 
Joseph is a fruitful bough; A fruitful bough 
by a well; His branches shoot over the wall. 
The archers have provoked him, And shot 
at, and hated him; But his bow abideth 
firm, And the arms of his hands are supple 
By the hands of the Mighty One of Jacob. 
From thence is the shepherd, the stone of 
Israel: From the God of thy father, and he 
will help thee; And from the Almighty, and 
he will bless thee—With blessings of 
heaven from above, With blessings of the 
deep that lieth under, With blessings of the 
breast and of the womb. The blessings of 
thy father surpass the blessings of my an-
cestors, Unto the bounds of the everlasting 
hills: They shall be on the head of Joseph, 
And on the crown of the head of him that 
was separated from his brethren. 

 
In Genesis, the space allocated by the Spirit of God to the story 
of Joseph is rivalled only by that of Abraham. He is a prime ex-
ample of what the Lord said on the road to Emmaus—“Ought 
not the Christ to have suffered these things and to enter into his 
glory?” (Luke 24:26). Peter likewise in his first epistle—“the 
sufferings [of] Christ, and the glories after these” (1 Peter 1:11). 
James also uses few words to encompass such a large theme: 
suffering and its end—with patience in between. He does not 
mention Joseph, as he does not mention any of the tribes by 
name, but rather goes even further back to cite the case of Job. 
But surely the story of Joseph applies in a powerful way to this 
short section. 
In giving him his name, Rachel, so shameful in her previous ac-
tions, turns to rely completely on God. Joseph means “He will 
add”. She had the assurance in her soul that Jehovah had an end 



in view. She didn’t deserve it—quite the opposite—but “the 
Lord is full of tender compassion and pitiful”. 
Joseph’s birth, his life, and his future as spoken by both Jacob 
and Moses, all bear testimony to these brief words of James. 
Ch.5:9-12 
Verse 9. “Complain not one against another, brethren.” This is 
so very important. In Numbers 12, Miriam and Aaron fell into 
this sin. She seems to have taken the lead in it and consequently 
came under the judicial hand of God. 
In Genesis 37:2 Joseph brought an evil report of his brethren to 
Jacob. Some commentators have mistakenly thought that Joseph 
did what James here forbids. In particular, there are some who 
refuse to see in Joseph a type of Christ. They say, ignoring John 
4, that the New Testament does not acknowledge him as a type 
of Christ. They see him merely as a spoilt boy, telling tales on 
his brothers, and foolishly boasting about his silly dreams! 
But we must not confuse faithfulness with malicious speaking. 
He did not join in with the evil of his brothers but he brought it 
to his father. Is that not a wonderful example for us? On the one 
hand, separation from evil; on the other, speaking only with our 
Father about it. No gossip, no complaining, no whispering to 
others: just bringing it to God and to Him alone. 
In fact, in Joseph’s early history in Genesis 37 we see beautiful 
features that are typical of Christ: 
 in verse 2 he is shepherding, serving and separate, 
 in verse 3 we see his superiority, 
 in verses 5-9 his supremacy, 
 in verse 13 his subjection, 
 he is the sent one (v.14), 
 he is the seeking one (v.16),  
 he is the suffering one (v.24).  
Not a type? Is there a greater personal type of Christ in all the 
Old Testament? 
Verses 10-11. Joseph changes his clothes: from the coat of many 
colours (37:3) to the slave’s garment (39:12); from the prison 
clothes (41:14) to the byssus and gold chain (41:42). In the 
course of these changes we see the suffering, the patience—
endurance, and the end of the Lord. He is not only a type but 
also an example: an example for us. 
Verse 12. There is a well-known descendant of Joseph whose 
example stands as a permanent warning to all generations. He is 



Jephthah the Gileadite. Gilead was part of the territory allotted to 
the half tribe of Manasseh (Josh.13:29-31) the son of Joseph 
(Gen.41:51). From 1 Chronicles 7:14 it appears that the place 
name Gilead was taken from the personal name of one of Ma-
nasseh’s descendents. The story of Jephthah’s oath is found in 
Judges 11:30-40. 
In Old Testament times, taking oaths was not discouraged but it 
was shown to be an extremely serious matter—so much so that a 
man could annul an oath taken by his wife (Numbers 30). The 
Lord Jesus asserted His supreme authority in His recorded teach-
ings in Matthew 5 to 7. He there instructed disciples not to swear 
at all (Matt.5:33-37). 
From the negative warning of Jephthah and the positive teaching 
of the Lord Jesus, the lesson of James is plain. The language of 
this world: “I promise…”, “To be honest…”, and all such ex-
pressions, should not be used by the believer. “By thy words 
thou shalt be justified, and by thy words thou shalt be con-
demned” (Matt.12:37). 
 



Section 12: Pray & sing; call elders; confess faults. Benjamin 
James 5:13-18 
Does any one among you suf-
fer evil? let him pray. Is any 
happy? let him sing psalms. Is 
any sick among you? let him 
call to him the elders of the 
assembly, and let them pray 
over him, anointing him with 
oil in the name of the Lord; 
and the prayer of faith shall 
heal the sick, and the Lord 
shall raise him up; and if he be 
one who has committed sins, it 
shall be forgiven him. Confess 
therefore your offences to one 
another, and pray for one an-
other, that ye may be healed. 
The fervent supplication of the 
righteous man has much 
power. Elias was a man of like 
passions to us, and he prayed 
with prayer that it should not 
rain; and it did not rain upon 
the earth three years and six 
months; and again he prayed, 
and the heaven gave rain, and 
the earth caused its fruit to 
spring forth. 

Genesis 35:16-18 
And they journeyed from Bethel. And 
there was yet a certain distance to 
come to Ephrath, when Rachel tra-
vailed in childbirth; and it went hard 
with her in her childbearing. And it 
came to pass when it went hard with 
her in her childbearing, that the mid-
wife said to her, Fear not; for this also 
is a son for thee. And it came to pass 
as her soul was departing—for she 
died—that she called his name Be-
noni; but his father called him Benja-
min. 
Genesis 49:27 
Benjamin—as a wolf will he tear to 
pieces; In the morning he will devour 
the prey, And in the evening he will 
divide the booty. 
Judges 20:13 
Assembly called. Elders present. But 
no confession. 

 
In this final section we find a great contrast. The birth of Benja-
min brought Rachel to her death-bed. He was the son of her sor-
row—Benoni. Jacob called him Benjamin—son of my right 
hand—but even this itself, and the affections that accompanied 
it, led Jacob into deep sorrows (Gen.42:38). 
Two were called Ben—Son. Reuben was a terrible disappoint-
ment. Benjamin brought deep sorrow. But it was the sorrow sur-
rounding Benjamin in the famine years of Genesis 42-45 that 
brought about the restoration of Joseph’s guilty brothers and the 
reviving of Jacob’s fainting spirit (Gen.45:27). 
Sorrow at his birth, sorrow in his lifetime, sorrow foreseen by 
Jacob in connection with his future—this is Benjamin. But fur-
ther, in the history of the tribe that descended from him is re-
corded a matter of terrible sorrow. 



There is a precursor to this in Jacob’s message to Benjamin. The 
left-handed boy was the son of Jacob’s right hand. His little left 
hand of weakness should have reached up to hold his father’s 
right hand of strength. But in contrast he is seen as tearing in 
pieces like a wolf, devouring the prey, and dividing the booty. 
At the end of the book of Judges, the tribe of Benjamin is sick 
with moral evil. The assembly is called together, the elders are 
present, and they even pray. But there is no confession one to 
another! Instead of forgiveness, healing and raising up, the tribe 
of Benjamin is almost completely destroyed. 
Ch.5:13-16 
James does not want this for his readers. He wants to see the sick 
raised up and the earth springing forth with fruit. He wants the 
Benjamin effect of Genesis, not the Benjamin effect of Judges. 
Verse 13. Prayer and singing. Both are directed to God. On the 
one hand it is with a sense of need—need of comfort; on the 
other it is with a sense of gratitude. 
Verse 14 brings in a different circumstance but it continues with 
the action of the individual. He is to call the elders of the assem-
bly, not the reverse. They don’t decide that he needs a visit, 
needs healing, needs forgiveness. In v.15-16 it shows that the 
sickness here has a special cause. It is neither congenital nor 
contagious. It’s not an annual virus or a global epidemic. It’s a 
specific case where the individual feels fairly sure that he is sick 
because he has sinned. 
It is doubtful whether anointing with oil in the name of the Lord 
has any more significance than giving a cup of cold water in the 
name of the Lord. To invoke His name simply means that the act 
is a Christian act and not merely a medical treatment. Yet the 
element of medical treatment is not ignored. As the “good Sa-
maritan” used oil medicinally so here. Available medical know-
how is not despised—but it is accompanied by the Christian ser-
vice of prayer. 
This service is not a faith-healing campaign. The sick one takes 
the initiative to call the elders (are there any today?) not the 
healers. Their prayer, their faith, heals the sick—not his. He is 
healed not because he has sufficient faith for it but because they 
do. 
Many esteemed commentators take the case of forgiveness as a 
subset of the many causes of sickness, primarily because of the 
word “if” in v.15. But the mention of confession in v.16, with 



the word “therefore” showing the key lesson of the paragraph, 
indicates that we should not assume that verses 14 to 16 run in 
chronological sequence. Surely confession comes before for-
giveness. 
It has often been highlighted that in v.15 sins are in the plural 
but forgiveness—here the word is remission—is in the singular. 
Forgiveness here is not the word for a forgiving spirit (showing 
grace) but the word for the concrete sending away of the conse-
quences of sin. The sickness is sent away, removed. The elders 
hear the confession but they do not forgive the sins. All sin is 
against God and He forgives. It is not in this place eternal for-
giveness but governmental—the removal of sin’s consequences 
on earth. (In connection with this, 1 John 5:16-17 indicates the 
possibility of a character of sin so outrageous that there would 
be no possibility of the sick one being raised up. But James here 
is on the line of recovery only. He does not countenance the pos-
sibility of certain death as a consequence.) 
Ch.5:17-18 
Benjamin was the catalyst to bring about the forgiveness of Jo-
seph’s brethren and the revival of Jacob’s spirit. Sickness was 
the catalyst to bring about the forgiveness of a wayward be-
liever. A drought afflicted land was the catalyst for Elijah’s sec-
ond prayer to bring about fruit springing up from the earth. The 
sorrow on its own is not sufficient to produce God’s intended 
result. Prayer is necessary—intercessory prayer. This brings our 
thoughts into harmony with God’s—desiring the restoration, re-
vival and fruit-bearing of His failing people. 



Conclusion: Recovery. Jacob 
James 5:19-20 
My brethren, if any 
one among you err 
from the truth, and 
one bring him back, 
let him know that he 
that brings back a 
sinner from the er-
ror of his way shall 
save a soul from 
death and shall 
cover a multitude of 
sins. 

Genesis 47:9 
And Jacob said to Pharaoh, The days of the years 
of my sojourning are a hundred and thirty years. 
Few and evil have been the days of the years of 
my life, and they do not attain to the days of the 
years of the life of my fathers, in the days of their 
sojourning. 
Genesis 48:15-16 
And he blessed Joseph, and said, The God before 
whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, the 
God that shepherded me all my life long to this 
day, the Angel that redeemed me from all evil, 
bless the lads… 

 
Ch.5:19-20 
If James the son of Zebedee, brother of John, were the writer of 
this epistle, it would not be hard to identify some of the errors of 
his ways. But if, as suggested at the beginning, the writer was 
the Lord’s own brother, Scripture is silent about his faults. While 
others may not, we certainly know our own faults—and the Lord 
knows them better than we do. 
Our New Testament Jacob was well aware of this. But for the 
original Jacob many errors are, on the contrary, clearly recorded. 
His erring from the truth is so well-known that brethren almost 
endlessly debate the point at which they believe he was con-
verted. My personal feeling is that he already had true faith in 
God when he chose to remain in tents with Isaac and Abraham 
(Heb.11:9) instead of playing in the field with his brother Esau 
(Gen.25:27). The niceties of biblical interpretation do not inter-
est James here. At what point did Jacob become a true believer? 
It doesn’t matter. 
Jacob himself was well aware of the error of his way. Knowing 
the faith of his fathers—he learnt it in the tents—he dared not 
compare himself with them. He described his own days as “few 
and evil”. But there was One who brought him back, One who 
shepherded him all his life long. The God of Jacob is our God. 
He is bent upon bringing back sinners—whether saved or 
unsaved—and we have the privilege of reproducing His charac-
ter when we act in like manner. 
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