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Lord, sadly may find themselves judged by Him. James warns against this in his letter. 
Yeshua likewise issues some stern words to the wealthy, teaching, 

“But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your soul is required of you; and now 
who will own what you have prepared?’ So is the man who stores up treasure for himself, 
and is not rich toward God” (Luke 12:20-21). 

Did Yeshua or James decisively speak against having wealth? No. They did not teach 
that having wealth is something that is always bad. Money as a tool can be used to benefit 
others—and there are those who are called by God to go make money, and use it for the 
benefit of the Body of Messiah. Paul said of the rich in 1 Timothy 6:18, “Instruct them to do 
good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share.” But equally so, for those 
who improperly use or approach their possession of money, it can take them away from 
God. And more often then not, wealth takes people away from God. 

1:11 James says this about the rich people, who are actually to be regarded as low (v. 10): 
“up comes the sun with the scorching wind and withers the grass, its flower drops off, and 
the splendour of it is ruined: so shall the rich fade away amid their pursuits” (Moffat New 
Testament). Even though such people on the outside may look beautiful or attractive, they 
are judged—the same way as elements such as the sun and wind damage the common grass, 
“even while [the rich person] goes about his business” (NIV). Unless repentant, it is assured 
that just as the sun rises and wind blows, that those wealthy in v. 11 will meet 
condemnation. While it is debated as to whether or not the wealthy person is an immature 
Believer, v. 11 does not give an indication that the rich in view are genuinely saved, but 
instead are pretenders to Messiah faith. 
 

 
12 Blessed is a man who perseveres under trial; for once he has been approved, he 
will receive the crown of life which the Lord has promised to those who love Him. 
 
1:12 James tells his audience, “Blessed is anyone who endures temptation. Such a one 

has stood the test and will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who 
love him” (NRSV). Related to the noun hupomonē (vs. 3, 4), the verb hupomenō is defined by 
BDAG to mean, “to maintain a belief or course of action in the face of opposition, stand 
one’s ground, hold out, endure.”42 While the difficulties faced by the poor in James’ 
audience would challenge their faith, we do not really get the impression that they will be 
challenged to the point of denying their belief in Yeshua, as much as having to endure 
through difficult circumstances and demonstrate proper character throughout them. 

The theme of receiving a crown at the consummation of the age, when the Messianic 
Kingdom is inaugurated, is one seen throughout the Apostolic Scriptures (1 Corinthians 
9:25; 2 Timothy 2:5; 4:8; 1 Peter 5:4; cf. Wisdom 5:15-16). One admonition, that of Yeshua the 
Messiah, could be considered in relation to v. 12: ”Be faithful until death, and I will give you 

 
42 BDAG, 1039. 
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the crown of life [ton stephanon tēs zōēs]” (Revelation 2:10). By using the term stephanos, 
“crown, wreath, garland, chaplet” (LS),43 James does employ some very important language, 
which has some classical significance. Moo describes, “people in the Greco-Roman world 
would probably have thought more often of the laurel wreath given to the victors in athletic 
contests…James probably also has the imagery in view, since the victory of a trained and 
disciplined athlete in a race is a fitting image for the reward that God bestows on those who 
remain faithful to him over the often long and difficult race of life.”44 The language of ton 
stephanon tēs zōēs, given its significance to First Century Greco-Roman classicism, should be 
taken as a partial indication of an inclusive, mixed Jewish and Greek and Roman audience 
for the epistle. Perhaps more to be noted, though, even with many in James’ immediate 
audience likely not facing death—is how it has been suggested by some, at least in passing, 
that the reference to stephanos, or crown/laurel, plays off the name of the Hellenistic Jewish 
Believer Stephen (Stephanos), the first Messianic martyr.45 
 

 
13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God”; for God cannot 
be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone. 14 But each one is 
tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust. 15 Then when lust 
has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth 
death. 
 
1:13 While having just described the circumstances of life that cause and produce trial 

(v. 12), James interjects how, “No one undergoing a trial should say, ‘I am being tempted by 
God.’ For God is not tempted by evil, and He Himself doesn't tempt anyone” (HCSB). From 
the source language, whether it be the Hebrew nasah46 or Greek verb peirazō,47 either verb as 
seen in the Holy Scriptures can mean “to test” or “to tempt”—and are obviously contingent 
on context. Vs. 13-15 make it clear that the action in view regards a temptation to 
sin/perform evil. So, while those among James’ audience may experience difficulties, no one 
can claim that an Eternal God is actually tempting people to sin, and then use it as an excuse 
for bad behavior. A God whose character is infinitely and entirely pure, cannot even 
remotely be lured by sinful evil, and nor does He provoke sinful behavior. A sentiment seen 
in Sirach 5:11-12 in the Apocrypha astutely says, “Do not say, ‘Because of the Lord I left the 
right way’; for he will not do what he hates. Do not say, ‘It was he who led me astray’; for he 
had no need of a sinful man.” 

 
43 LS, 745. 
44 Moo, 70. 
45 Cf. Martin, 33. 
46 Francis Brown, S.R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 650; Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, eds., The Hebrew & Aramaic 
Lexicon of the Old Testament, 2 vols. (Leiden, the Netherlands: Brill, 2001), 1:702. 

47 LS, 616; BDAG, pp 792-793. 
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It is true, however, that in the course of human history—as certainly evidenced by the 
actions of the Ancient Israelites in the wilderness (Exodus 17:7; Numbers 14:22)—that 
people have tempted God to inappropriate action, decisively placing Him in the situation of 
being tempted. Yet, God’s nature is such that He can never succumb to temptation, nor be 
swayed by it. Motyer’s observations on v. 13 are excellent: 

 
“God cannot be tempted with evil. The divine nature is of such unmixed holiness that it is 
impossible for him to be enticed to plot to harm us. There is nothing within his whole 
nature to which that or any other temptation could appeal, or which would respond to 
that or any other base suggestion. Secondly (and consequently) he himself tempts no one. 
He is of such unmixed goodness in his attitudes and actions that there is no room in 
motive, will or deed for that which would bring disaster, great or small, on any of his 
people. To be sure, he places tests in our pathway...But there is never an ulterior 
motive in all this, for his holiness offers no lodging-place for evil within his nature; 
neither is there the least impulse to trip us up, for his goodness forbids that he should 
seek our hurt. When he tests, it is so that we may pass the test and inherit the blessing. 
When the reverse happens, the blame lies elsewhere than in the God of all grace.”48 
 
1:14 The blame for temptation to sin does not rest on God (v. 13), but here on people 

themselves: “each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire” (RSV), 
and how “by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed” (NIV). The negative 
impulse that has to be recognized and opposed is seen in the term epithumia, noted by TDNT, 
in a classical context, to relate to “desire, especially for food or sex. This desire is morally 
neutral at first, but philosophy, holding aloof from the sensory world, regards it as 
reprehensible.” For the Apostolic Scriptures, the same TDNT entry remarks, “Desire is a 
manifestation of sin...it discloses our carnality, our apostasy from God, and our subjection to 
wrath (Gal. 5:16; Rom. 1:18ff).”49 Epithumia is rendered as “lust” (KJV/NASU) in some other 
English versions, and is something that James will pick up again in his letter (4:1-2). 

It is thought among various commentators, that James probably relies on his readers’ 
knowledge of Rabbinic opinions regarding the nature of people, associated with the concept 
of the “evil impulse” or the yetzer ha’ra. Martin is one who concludes, “The lessons the 
author draws are dependent on the Jewish-rabbinic discussion of the ‘evil impulse’….Our 
author locates the source of the trouble in the seat of the human psyche, specifically in the 

 
48 Motyer, 51. 
It cannot go overlooked that sometimes James 1:13 is used by proponents of a low Christology, as proof 

against the Divinity of Yeshua, as the Messiah was tempted by Satan in the wilderness. It cannot be avoided how 
the Holy Scriptures record the fact that God the Father was directly tempted in the Torah by the Israelites. Does 
this at all, of a sudden, make Him something less than an Eternal and Supreme Creator? The point of James 1:13 is 
not that God cannot be in the situation of being tempted by some party; the point is that God can never succumb 
to temptation. 

Consult the author’s publication Confronting Yeshua’s Divinity and Messiahship. 
49 F. Büchsel, “epithymía, epithyméō,” in TDNT, pp 339-340. 
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arrogant desire to achieve ambition independently of God.…the rabbinic doctrine of the ‘evil 
impulse’…goads men and women into sin…The point of emphasis here is to fasten moral 
responsibility on the individual.”50 Frequently, as is witnessed in a great course of mortal 
experience, human beings are responsible for tempting themselves to sin. Hence because of 
their baseness, people are far too frequently carried away by their own evil desires or lusts. 
Davids validly remarks how, “Each person is put to the test [hupo tēs idias epithumias]...This 
fact, as well as the whole flow of thought, indicates the meaning which the phrase has for 
James. What puts a person to the test is the evil impulse (yēṣer hārā’) within.”51 

Some ancient Jews may have thought that the evil impulse was not entirely evil—as it 
could produce some positive human traits—but that it just needed to be controlled.52 The 
controlling element introduced by God was His Torah, to be followed by people (b.Berachot 
5a; 61b). While a debated passage to be sure, the proverbial “I” sinner of Romans 7:1953 
expresses an internal conflict between good and bad: “For the good that I want, I do not do, 
but I practice the very evil that I do not want.” Ultimately, the only decisive answer to 
overcoming temptation, lust, and sin, is for people to have the eternal forgiveness and 
salvation available in Yeshua, and to be transformed by the Holy Spirit via a life of 
discipleship and maturity (Romans 7:25-8:1). With James’ emphasis on perfection, this is a 
definite thrust of his epistle. Moo appropriately recognizes, “throughout our time on 
earth...maturity [of Believers] is not indicated by the infrequency of temptation but by the 
infrequency of succumbing to temptation.”54 Paul emphasized maturity as well, and his 
writings are not in conflict with James on this. McKnight summarizes some useful points 
here: 

“If the rabbis find the resolution to the yetzer hara’ in the study of the Torah and Paul 
finds it in the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit, James seems to find it in three 
interlocking ideas: the necessity of Torah observance and obedience (the yetzer), rebirth 

 
50 Martin, 30, 31, 36. 
51 Davids, 83. 
52 Cf. “Yetzer Ha-Ra,” in David Bridger, ed. et. al., The New Jewish Encyclopedia (West Orange, NJ: Behrman 

House, 1976), pp 527-528. 
This entry describes how, “the significance of the so-called evil inclination was recognized...[as] without 

it, the rabbis say, there would be no passion, no ambition, no building of cities, no civilization. Intrinsically the 
Yetzer ha-Ra is not necessarily bad. The manner in which a man responds to it determines its ethical value.” 

53 There is a great deal of discussion and debate, as to whether or not the sinner of Romans ch. 7 is the 
Apostle Paul himself, or is a hypothetical person, internally wrestling with the effects of sin and fallen behavior. 

Cf. J.M. Everts, “Conversion and Call of Paul,” in Gerald F. Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin, and Daniel G. Reid, 
eds., Dictionary of Paul and His Letters (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), 158. 

Do note that while many Romans commentators today recognize the strong possibility that the “I” in 
Romans 7 is not Paul speaking about himself, there are many different conclusions drawn as to what is being 
specifically communicated if this is not autobiographical material. For a further evaluation, consult the author’s 
commentary Romans for the Practical Messianic. 

54 Moo, 76. 
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through the Word (1:18), and (only possibly) the indwelling Spirit and work of God (4:5-
10).”55 

1:15 The consequences, of people allowing themselves to be tempted and guided by sin, 
are quite serious according to James: “desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin; and 
sin when it is full-grown brings forth death” (RSV). That sin, offenses against the Law of 
God and His will, result in a condition of death and removal from Him, is a Biblical constant 
(Genesis 2:17; Ezekiel 18:4; Romans 5:12; 6:12; 7:7-12). Sin is conceived in the heart and mind 
of a person, before it is “fully grown” (NRSV) or “reaches maturity” (Kingdom New 
Testament). Before anyone decides to go ahead with a sinful act, an individual must first 
conceive of the offense in his or her mind. This is why James will appeal to his audience 
putting aside all sinful behavior, and receiving the gospel of God in their hearts for salvation 
(v. 21). 
 

 
16 Do not be deceived, my beloved brethren. 17 Every good thing given and every 
perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom 
there is no variation or shifting shadow. 18 In the exercise of His will He brought 
us forth by the word of truth, so that we would be a kind of first fruits among His 
creatures. 
 
1:16-17 While no specific sins are stated in vs. 13-15 preceding, given the theme of 

wealth and judgment of the rich (vs. 10-12), it is provoking to think that there may have 
been a temptation, on the part of some of the poor people in James’ audience, to steal or 
pilfer from wealthy persons within the community. And, perhaps with the abundance that 
various, oppressive wealthy people had, contrasted to the poor, such poor people might 
have tried to dismiss sinful attitudes. Regardless of what sin might have been specifically in 
view, James is clear: “Do not be deceived, my dearly loved brothers and sisters” (v. 16, TLV). 
James will describe how the God they serve, is One who is most generous, and who 
graciously provides for His own. 

James assures his audience, “all we are given is good, and all our endowments are 
faultless, descending from above, from the Father of the heavenly lights, who knows no 
change of rising and setting, who casts no shadow on the earth” (v. 17, Moffat New 
Testament). By telling his readers that “every perfect gift is from above, coming down from 
the Father of lights,” we see an emphasis on the majesty of God, “with whom there is no 
variation or shadow due to change” (RSV). Immediately, readers should consider how James 
is likely appealing to some Tanach concepts, which indicate God’s supremacy over His 
Creation or the universe at large (Genesis 1:14-18; Isaiah 40:22; Jeremiah 31:35; Psalm 136:4-
9). One of the descriptions that the Qumran community gave the Lord, as seen in the Dead 

 
55 McKnight, 119. 



JAMES FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 54 - 

Sea Scrolls, is how “The authority of the Prince of Light extends to the governance of all 
righteous people” (1QS 3.20).56 

That v. 17 indicates how with God there is no parallagē, “variation, change” (LS),57 one 
can surely consider not only God’s sovereign control of the cosmos, but also His immutable 
character. Malachi 3:6 tells us, “For I, the LORD, do not change; therefore you, O sons of 
Jacob, are not consumed.” Moses admonished the Ancient Israelites, “Be strong and 
courageous, do not be afraid or tremble at them, for the LORD your God is the one who goes 
with you. He will not fail you or forsake you” (Deuteronomy 31:6). And also, as the author of 
Hebrews says, “Yeshua the Messiah is the same yesterday and today and forever” (Hebrews 
13:8). So, if God is in control of a universe—which human beings even in the Twenty-First 
Century are still trying to understand, and First Century people understood far less58—
should His people have enough faith to consider how He will provide gifts to them, taking 
care of their needs? And, should this not also mean that sinful activities, while evil, are 
ultimately quite petty in view of His awesomeness? 

1:18 The great importance of acknowledging God’s sovereignty, via something like His 
oversight of the the universe, is how significant the community of Believers in His Messiah 
is. James asserts, “Having purposed, He brought us forth by the Word of truth, for us to be a 
certain firstfruit of His creatures” (LITV), tina tōn autou ktismatōn. The view of one like 
McKnight is, “I suspect James is referring here to the messianic community as a harbinger 
of a universal ecclesial community—perhaps even the kingdom of God. This would include 
all of creation.”59 

Much is, of course, contingent on recognizing the Believers in Yeshua, here as “first 
fruits,” as constituting the first generation of many more generations to come. If the Epistle 
of James is dated early, to sometime in the early-to-mid 40s C.E., then there is no denying 
how “first fruits” should be more correctly focused on a smaller community of Messiah 
followers, which would steadily get bigger and bigger. This is consistent with how James’ 
audience is noted by a Kingdom of God centered around a restored “twelve tribes” of Israel 
(v. 1), but how such a restored twelve tribes of Israel necessarily also involves the 
enlargement of Israel’s Kingdom realm to incorporate the righteous from the nations—from 
James’ own words, no less (Acts 15:15-18; cf. Amos 9:11-12)! 

In describing the Believers in v. 18, James is alluding to descriptions seen in the Torah, 
describing the presentation of various first fruits offerings before the Lord (Exodus 23:16, 
19; 34:22-26; Leviticus 23:10-14). Various first fruits offerings were ultimately received by 
the Levites: “All the best of the fresh oil and all the best of the fresh wine and of the grain, 
the first fruits of those which they give to the LORD, I give them to you” (Numbers 18:12). As 

 
56 Michael Wise, Martin Abegg, Jr., and Edward Cook, trans., The Dead Sea Scrolls: A New Translation (San 

Francisco: HarperCollins, 1996)., pp 129-130. 
57 LS, 599. 
58 Consult the useful observations in the FAQ, “Creationism.” 
59 McKnight, 130. 
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first fruits were to be part of the sustenance of the Levitical priesthood and their families, 
Believers in Yeshua, being first fruits as well, can by extension be associated with a priestly 
calling (1 Peter 2:5, 9). The description of first fruits is also applied to those such as “the 
household of Stephanas...the first fruits of Achaia” (1 Corinthians 16:15), and the future 
144,000 sealed witnesses (Revelation 14:4). The association of James’ audience, as (some sort 
of) first fruits, should be an indication—at the very least—of how important the Epistle of 
James is for all Messiah followers in the successive generations, to read, pay attention to, 
meditate and reflect upon, and reason through, for their own spiritual and theological 
edification. 
 

 
19 This you know, my beloved brethren. But everyone must be quick to hear, slow 
to speak and slow to anger; 20 for the anger of man does not achieve the 
righteousness of God. 
 
1:19 James admonishes his audience with some very direct moral instructions, related 

to the proper conduct that Messiah followers are to demonstrate toward their fellow human 
beings: “My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, 
slow to speak and slow to become angry” (TNIV). Those who are Believers are to be men and 
women who do not act rashly or unreasonably, but are rather those who think before 
speaking, and do not become angry too easily. Yet, how many times do people seeking to be 
holy in the Lord, need to be reminded of this? Calvin astutely observed, “Spiritual birth is 
not the work of a mere moment. Since some traces of the old humanity still remain, we must 
ever be re-fashioned, until the flesh is done away. Our violent behaviour, our arrogance, our 
apathy, greatly obstruct God from finishing His work in us.”60 For many people, being 
purged of irrational and unspiritual tendencies can be a (long) process. Many important 
parallels can be seen between v. 19, and various passages from the Book of Proverbs: 

 
“When there are many words, transgression is unavoidable, but he who restrains his 
lips is wise” (Proverbs 10:19). 
 
“He who despises his neighbor lacks sense, but a man of understanding keeps silent. 
He who goes about as a talebearer reveals secrets, but he who is trustworthy conceals a 
matter” (Proverbs 11:12-13). 
 
“The one who guards his mouth preserves his life; the one who opens wide his lips 
comes to ruin” (Proverbs 13:3). 
 
“He who restrains his words has knowledge, and he who has a cool spirit is a man of 
understanding” (Proverbs 17:27). 

 
60 Calvin, 271. 
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“A fool always loses his temper, but a wise man holds it back” (Proverbs 29:11). 
 
We do not know some of the specific circumstances which may have prompted James 

to say this to his audience. Perhaps some of the relatively poor people had gotten very angry 
at the rich, and they would speak things—either among themselves or to their offenders—
without thinking. Perhaps many of the Jewish Believers who had been forced out of Judea 
(Acts 11:19) were resentful of it, and were harboring bitterness. Although, the need for 
someone to be “quick to listen but slow to use his tongue, and slow to lose his temper” 
(Phillips New Testament), is fairly universal for human living. Moo observes, 

“[The] concern with improper speech and the anger that can often cause such speech is 
a traditional theme of Jewish wisdom literature. But James appropriates the tradition 
because he recognizes that his readers are struggling in just this area.”61 

One such viewpoint, that James may be relying on, is seen in Sirach 5:11-13: “Be quick 
to hear, and be deliberate in answering. If you have understanding, answer your neighbor; 
but if not, put your hand on your mouth. Glory and dishonor come from speaking, and a 
man's tongue is his downfall.” 

Most significant for some of the background of James’ word in v. 19, to be sure, would 
be Yeshua the Messiah’s teaching in His Sermon on the Mount: “But I say to you that 
everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever says to 
his brother, ‘You good-for-nothing,’ shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever 
says, ‘You fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell” (Matthew 5:22). 

There are some important Rabbinic dictums in the Mishnah tractate Pirkei Avot, which 
concur with James’ word in v. 19. Shammai is recorded as saying “Say little and do much” 
(m.Avot 1:15).62 Later we see how “There are four sorts of personality: (1) easily angered, 
easily calmed—he loses what he gains; (2) hard to anger, hard to calm—what he loses he 
gains; (3) hard to anger and easy to calm—a truly pious man; (4) easy to anger and hard to 
calm, a truly wicked man” (m.Avot 5:11).63 Similarly seen in the early Christian document, 
the Didache, is the sentiment, “Be not prone to anger, for anger leadeth the way to murder; 
neither jealous, nor quarrelsome, nor of hot temper; for out of all these murders are 
engendered” (3:2).64 

Regardless of whether it was James’ First Century audience, or Twenty-First Century 
Messianic Believers—we must be careful with how we act—hearing, speaking, and 
possibly getting angry. Messianics today, for a variety of possible reasons, and likely 
involving the newness and developing nature of our faith community—and the challenges 

 
61 Moo, 81. 
62 Jacob Neusner, trans., The Mishnah: A New Translation (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

1988), 674. 
63 Ibid., 687. 
64 BibleWorks 7.0: Ante-Nicene Fathers. MS Windows XP. Norfolk: BibleWorks, LLC, 2006. CD-ROM. 
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of bringing Jewish and non-Jewish Believers together—are more affected by their base 
human instincts than many evangelical Christian Believers may be. It can be quite easy for 
today’s Messianic people, particularly over doctrinal issues, to speak very loudly and quite 
angrily, but not demonstrate the humility of a figure like James or the love of the Messiah. 
Much of the spiritual and religious culture of the Messianic movement is not centered 
around someone winning an argument on the basis of logic, reason, and objectivity—but on 
who can be the most pushy, obnoxious, and manipulative. Moo’s direction should be well 
taken: 

“Psychologists will sometimes claim that emotions, since they are a natural product of 
the personality, cannot truly be controlled—only suppressed or ignored. But James’s 
exhortation here (and many similar biblical exhortations) presume differently. Emotions 
are the product of the entire person; and, by God’s grace and the work of the Spirit, the 
person can be transformed so as to bring emotions in line with God’s word and will.”65 

While there can certainly be such a thing as righteous indignation (cf. Ephesians 
4:26)—where God’s people can legitimately be angry and mad at sinful behavior and at the 
schemes of the Adversary—a born again Believer is not to be perpetually active in anger. 
It might be advised that the next time one of us encounters a circumstance, or is told 
something where anger is likely to manifest—that being upset, disappointed, or 
distressed—and expressing displeasure toward the party committing the offense, is 
something better than getting mad. Usually, disappointment or distress can be turned into 
something constructive, as resolution to an issue or circumstance is sought. 

1:20 The reason for James instructing his audience to be careful with hearing, 
speaking, and being angry, is how “human anger doesn’t produce the righteousness of God” 
(TLV). The statement orgē gar andros dikaiosunēn Theou ouk ergazetai, might be more literally 
rendered along the lines of “for the anger of man does not work the righteousness of God” 
(RSV), as the verb ergazomai, “to work at, practise” (LS),66 can be taken as representing bad 
works. 

Theologically, it is important for readers to recognize how the term orgē, while often 
rendered as “anger” in various versions (RSV, NASU, NIV, NRSV, ESV, et. al.), is much 
better rendered as “wrath” (KJV/NKJV). TDNT describes how “In most instances [orgē] 
undoubtedly denotes the divine work of judgment, yet God’s serious displeasure at evil is 
also implied.”67 Wrath is rightly taken to be a quality of judgment reserved only for 
God Himself. In the Torah, we see how the Lord says, “Vengeance is Mine, and retribution, 
in due time their foot will slip; for the day of their calamity is near, and the impending 
things are hastening upon them” (Deuteronomy 32:35). 

The wrath of God is something that only He can distribute upon sinners—and God 
certainly does not need any person to somehow “help Him,” as it were, to punish them, via 

 
65 Moo, 83. 
66 LS, 311. 
67 G. Stählin, “anger, wrath,” in TDNT, 723. 
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their own mortal limitations, no less! Those who are to be found in Yeshua, having repented of 
their sins and received forgiveness via His sacrifice—should not be operating in a mode of 
wrath or condemnation, but rather one of prayer, intercession, and supplication for those 
who do them wrong. That unrepentant sinners will experience the orgē of God, as eternal 
punishment, is a sober reality emphasized throughout the Apostolic Scriptures: 

 
“Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath [orgē] of God, for 
it is written, ‘VENGEANCE IS MINE, I WILL REPAY’ [Leviticus 19:18], says the Lord” (Romans 
12:19). 
 
“For it is because of these things that the wrath [orgē] of God will come upon the sons of 
disobedience” (Colossians 3:6). 
 
“[H]e also will drink of the wine of the wrath [orgē] of God, which is mixed in full 
strength in the cup of His anger; and he will be tormented with fire and brimstone in 
the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb” (Revelation 14:10). 
 
With “wrath” as a quality reserved exclusively for the Creator Himself to issue to 

sinners, His people must be steadfastly focused on His righteousness. When someone is 
wronged, passages such as Psalm 35:24 should come to mind: “Judge me, O LORD my God, 
according to Your righteousness [k’tzid’qekha], and do not let them rejoice over me.” The 
Lord’s decree of Isaiah 46:13 is also useful for Believers to consider: “I bring near My 
righteousness [tzid’qati], it is not far off; and My salvation will not delay. And I will grant 
salvation in Zion, and My glory for Israel.” Yeshua’s words at His immersion by John the 
Baptist are also important: “Permit it at this time; for in this way it is fitting for us to fulfill 
all righteousness [plērōsai pasan dikaiosunēn]” (Matthew 3:15). 

It is appropriate that readers be aware of how there are various components to the 
terms tzedaqah and dikaiosunē, often rendered in Bibles along the lines of “righteousness” or 
“justification.” The 2011 Kingdom New Testament breaks the mold a little, rendering v. 20 
with, “Human anger, you see, doesn’t produce God’s justice!” 

Commentators are aware of how dikaiosunēn Theou can be viewed from some multiple 
angles. Davids summarizes his thoughts, “what does James mean by ‘the righteousness of 
God’? Several possibilities suggest themselves: (a) God’s righteous standard, (b) the 
righteousness God gives, (c) righteousness before God, or (d) God’s eschatological 
righteousness.” Davids goes on to state, “It is obvious on this point that one cannot interpret 
James by Paul,” concluding that what is in view in v. 20, is “the type of righteousness which 
reflects God’s standard.”68 Moo only says, “James’s very simple point is that human anger 
does not produce behavior that is pleasing to God.”69 More reflective of something than just 
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proper character being described, McKnight thinks, “‘righteousness/justice of God’ refers to 
the inability on the part of humans to use ‘anger’ to bring about God’s saving action as these 
same humans seek to establish God’s will in society.”70 Such activity might be detectable in 
James’ later word, “And the seed whose fruit is righteousness is sown in peace by those who 
make peace” (3:18). 

While most readers of v. 20, myself included, will be inclined to view dikaiosunēn Theou 
from the perspective that the appropriate, righteous character of God is what is mainly 
intended—no one can overlook the fact that such character is to be reflective of an ethos 
that brings His justice and goodness to others, making His Kingdom power be manifest to 
the world. 

Anyone who is a Messianic Believer, who is most likely to claim adherence to the 
morality of the Torah, is to be operating in love, grace, and mercy, and impacting others for 
the Lord by a positive spiritual example. Unfortunately over the past decade or more, a word 
like v. 20, “for a person's anger does not accomplish God's righteousness!” (CJB), has 
been too often ignored. There are teachers and leaders of note within the broad Messianic 
movement, who operate via a wrathful or vindictive demeanor. There are those who 
condemn our evangelical Christian brothers and sisters mercilessly for their shortcomings 
toward the Torah, and others who condemn non-Jewish Messianic Believers who try to keep 
the Torah as somehow trying to replace or displace Messianic Jews. There is a great deal of 
venom and bile which should not be present in the hearts and minds of too many people. 
And in the latter half of the 2000s and now into the 2010s, there has been a huge amount of 
abuse via the blogosphere and online social media, which have revealed not only in 
writing—but for the entire public to see—much of the baseness of both the clergy and laity 
of many sectors of our faith community. Will James’ direction be at all heeded and implemented? 
 

 
21 Therefore, putting aside all filthiness and all that remains of wickedness, in 
humility receive the word implanted, which is able to save your souls. 
 
1:21 The correct action which James prescribes, to avoid wrath (v. 20), is quite 

profound and significant: “put away all filthiness and rank growth of wickedness and 
receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls” (RSV). One can 
see a similar exhortation in Hebrews 12:1: “let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the 
sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before 
us.” More significant to v. 21 might be how the high priest Joshua, in Zechariah 3:3-4, was 
commanded to change his clothes, from dirty to clean: 

“Now Joshua was clothed with filthy garments and standing before the angel. He spoke 
and said to those who were standing before him, saying, ‘Remove the filthy garments from 

 
70 McKnight, 139. 



JAMES FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 60 - 

him.’ Again he said to him, ‘See, I have taken your iniquity away from you and will clothe 
you with festal robes.’” 

James the Just, half-brother of Yeshua, and leader of the Jerusalem assembly, was 
entirely right to require Messiah followers to “put aside all filthiness and superabundance 
of evil” (YLT). While people often do struggle with ungodly attitudes and behavior—
especially given the condition of our fallen world—God’s people are not to be “clothed,” as it 
were, with wickedness. Rhuparia is “a state of moral defilement or corruption, moral 
uncleanness, vulgarity” (BDAG),71 which the NIV renders as “moral filth,” and The Message 
with “cancerous evil.” While much of James’ message in his epistle relates to the obedience 
that God requires of His people, James’ major emphasis, as certainly seen in v. 21, is on the 
attitudes of people. 

As filth and the defilements of sin are removed from men and women, they are to 
“welcome with meekness the implanted word that has the power to save your souls” 
(NRSV). The power of redemption is found in “the word implanted,” ton emphuton logon, and 
is rightly regarded here as being synonymous with the gospel message, and all that such a 
message involves, in changing and transforming lives. The presence of “the implanted 
word” has been most appropriately compared to the salvific power of the prophesied New 
Covenant in the Tanach (Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27), by various commentators. Not 
only would this involve a permanent forgiveness and cleansing from sins, but the 
implantation of a new heart, and the supernatural compulsion to obey the Lord’s 
commandments by His Spirit. Moo, who actually does believe that the Torah has been 
abolished in the post-resurrection era, still makes some astute remarks on v. 21 that need to 
be seriously considered: 

 
“James likely draws this striking concept of the implanted word from the famous new 
covenant prophecy of Jeremiah 31. The prophet, noting the failure of Israel to live up to 
the terms of the Mosaic covenant, announces on behalf of God a new covenant that God 
would enter into with his people. As a prominent component of that new covenant 
arrangement, God promises to put his law within his people, to write it on their hearts 
(Jer. 31:33). The repeated failures of Israel to obey the law that God gave to them had 
made it clear that the human heart was not capable of submitting to external rules. A 
new, interior work would have to be done, giving people a ‘new heart’ (see the 
somewhat parallel passage in Ezek. 36:24-32) so that they could respond truly and 
obediently to God’s word. James’s language reminds his readers that they have 
experienced the fulfillment of that wonderful promise. But it also reminds them that 
the word that has saved them cannot be dispensed with after conversion. God plants it 
within his people, making it a permanent, inseparable part of the believer, a guiding 
and commanding presence within.”72 
 

 
71 BDAG, 908. 
72 Moo, 87. 
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McCartney is a bit more concise in his words, drawing the same basic conclusion: 
“Jeremiah prophesied of a time when God would write his law upon people’s hearts 

(Jer. 31:33). Here is evidence that James implicitly shares the redemptive-historical 
perspective of other NT writers who saw Jeremiah’s prophecy of a new covenant fulfilled in 
the coming of Jesus Christ (Matt. 26:28 and pars.; Rom 11:27; 2 Cor. 3:6; Heb. 8:8-12; 10:16).”73 

While “the implanted word” involves the message of salvation in Yeshua and the 
implementation of the New Covenant in the hearts and minds of the redeemed, salvation is 
by no means only to be regarded as redemption from sin. Salvation also involves a way of life 
and a process of sanctification, as men and women in Yeshua are to be enduring and 
persevering and continuing in faith. Not only is obedience to God’s Word expected and 
required of His own, but with His word/gospel being implanted within them, the power and 
influence of sin is to be greatly reduced. In fact, sin is to be regarded as something most 
repugnant and putrid to those born again! McCartney, noting how “the implanted word...is 
able to save,” thinks that it has more of a futuristic aspect, as “The implanted word, if it is 
received, has the ability to deliver lives because of the development of the word of God 
within a person removes that person from the power of evil and produces, in place of the 
abundant harvest of evil, the abundant harvest of good fruit (cf. Matt. 13:23).”74 That 
salvation is a process which begins with forgiveness, and is to grow more maturely, is 
something laid forth in 1 Peter 1:22-2:2: 

“Since you have in obedience to the truth purified your souls for a sincere love of the 
brethren, fervently love one another from the heart, for you have been born again not of 
seed which is perishable but imperishable, that is, through the living and enduring word of 
God. For, ‘ALL FLESH IS LIKE GRASS, AND ALL ITS GLORY LIKE THE FLOWER OF GRASS. THE GRASS 
WITHERS, AND THE FLOWER FALLS OFF, BUT THE WORD OF THE LORD ENDURES FOREVER’ [Isaiah 40:6-
8]. And this is the word which was preached to you. Therefore, putting aside all malice and 
all deceit and hypocrisy and envy and all slander, like newborn babies, long for the pure 
milk of the word, so that by it you may grow in respect to salvation.” 
 

 
22 But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude 
themselves. 
 
1:22 Having “the implanted word” (v. 21) present in a Believer’s life demands 

appropriate action. James says, “Be practitioners of the word, not mere self-deceiving 
listeners” (Lattimore). There is a definite strike issued against hypocrisy here, a problem 
present with many of those claiming the God of Israel throughout the Holy Scriptures. The 
word of Ezekiel 33:31-32 is especially poignant to review here: 

 
73 McCartney, 118. 
74 Ibid., 119. 
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“They come to you as people come, and sit before you as My people and hear your 
words, but they do not do them, for they do the lustful desires expressed by their mouth, and 
their heart goes after their gain. Behold, you are to them like a sensual song by one who has 
a beautiful voice and plays well on an instrument; for they hear your words but they do not 
practice them.” 

James says in v. 22, “be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves” 
(RSV). Vine notes how the verb paralogizomai can mean, “‘to reckon wrong,’ [and] hence 
means ‘to reason falsely’…or ‘to deceive by false reasoning.’”75 While in much Hebraic 
thought, “to hear” God (verb shama)76 often means to obey Him as well, given the tenor of 
the Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4ff)—when trying to confront complacency or inaction, as v. 22 
does, hearing is specifically enjoined with doing. A poiētēs is “a maker, producer, author,” and 
“a doer, performer” (Thayer).77 The “doing,” that is required of those who have “the implanted 
word,” is that Messiah followers demonstrate the proper actions of those who are diligently 
obeying God, both outwardly and inwardly. Yeshua Himself said, “blessed are those who 
hear the word of God and observe it” (Luke 11:28). 

Contemporary Christians have definitely wrestled with v. 22, given the implication 
that the doing of God’s Word, necessarily means obeying God’s Torah or Law—at least in 
some way (v. 25). In the literature of the Dead Sea Scrolls, for example, those who are 
faithful to God are described as “obedient to the Law” (1QpHab 7.11) and “those who obey the 
Law” (1QpHab 8.1; cf. 12.4).78 Some have tried to sidestep, to some degree, the implication 
that those who are “doers” (poiētai), and who have “the implanted word” (v. 21) within them 
per the New Covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27), is not as much the Torah or 
Moses’ Teaching, per se, versus the gospel and the Messiah’s teachings. Davids is reflective 
of such a position: 

“The Jews...often spoke of doing the law (‘āśâ hattôrâ: Dt. 28:58; 29:28; etc.), which the 
LXX translated literally [poiētēs nomou] (...Sir. 19:20; Rom. 2:13). The transition from law to 
word was easy for one who felt Christ’s teaching was a new law...James calls the Christian to 
obey the gospel, which in this case means primarily the ethical teaching of Jesus.”79 

Martin, who acknowledges the language here as being derived from performing the 
Torah, draws the conclusion that primarily intended is that “Jesus redefined the practice of 
God’s will as ‘love for neighbor,’ a theme to be picked up in 1:25 in James’ comment on the 
‘perfect law’ and in 2:8-11 on ‘the royal law’ (Lev 19:18).”80 

 
75 W.E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1968), 58. 
76 Cf. BDB, pp 1033-1034. 
77 Joseph H. Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2003), 

527. 
78 Wise, Abegg, and Cook, 119. 
79 Davids, 96. 
Ibid., 97 where he goes on to assert, “The hearing would parallel the listening to the listening to the law in 

the synagogue reading, but would in fact mean the learning of the traditions of Christ.” 
80 Martin, 49. 
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No one in today’s Messianic movement should ever be caught denying how being 
“doers of the word,” involves a faithful response to the good news of salvation in Yeshua, 
and in emulating one’s life after His example and teachings. It is most unfortunate, though, 
to witness Christian scholars widely dismissing the validity and relevance of God’s Torah, as 
though somehow “the perfect law” (v. 25) of which James will later speak, is something not 
too related to Moses’ Teaching, and hence should not be too well considered for spiritual 
instruction today. Even the Apostle Paul would claim, “it is not the hearers of the Law who 
are just before God, but the doers of the Law will be justified” (Romans 2:13). And, with 
various vantage points of dikaiosunē to be considered, such “justification” in Romans 2:13, 
should be regarded as representing membership among God’s people, and not some 
vindication from sin (which human Torah keeping can never achieve). 

James’ statement about obedience in v. 22 cannot be taken as some assertion about the 
teaching of Yeshua somehow supplanting the instruction of the Torah—as opposed to 
Moses’ Teaching finding its proper fulfillment and interpretation via the word of Yeshua (v. 
21). On the contrary, v. 22 is one of the most forthright words in favor of Torah 
observance for Messiah followers in the entire Apostolic Scriptures. But for James, a true 
obedience to God involves being decisively purged from sin, evil attitudes, and immoral 
cravings. 

Performing the Word of God for most of today’s Messianic Believers is something 
multi-faceted. On the one hand, we should be outwardly Torah observant, and keep things 
such as the seventh-day Sabbath/Shabbat, the appointed times of Leviticus 23, the dietary 
laws, and other things as Messiah Yeshua did them. But, we are also steadfastly required to 
demonstrate love for God and neighbor. Being Torah observant is both an outward and an 
inward obedience, which God requires of us. If someone who claims to be “Torah observant” 
is only outwardly so, and treats other people with dishonor and disrespect, then James 
would still say, “Don't only hear the message, but put it into practice; otherwise you are 
merely deluding yourselves” (Phillips New Testament). 

Too many Messianics examine James 1:22 thinking that they are following this verse 
because they keep outward things, not realizing that James’ primary admonition here 
relates to morality and personal behavior. Let us not forget this, because a person who treats 
another one with hatred is even more guilty of violating the Torah, than a person who eats 
ham or bacon. Let none of us fall into the trap that James warns about, falsely reasoning 
with ourselves because we are “Torah observant” on the outside, whereas on the inside we 
have nothing but contempt for others. 
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23 For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks 
at his natural face in a mirror; 24 for once he has looked at himself and gone 
away, he has immediately forgotten what kind of person he was. 
 
1:23 James describes the person who hears the Word of God, and does not do it: “if 

anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his 
natural face in a mirror” (ESV). The verb katanoeō, often rendered as “looks” or “observes” 
(RSV), can mean “‘to immerse oneself in.’ This may be in the field of sensory perception, but 
critical examination is also denoted” (TDNT).81 James does not just describe the hearer as 
someone who just passively listens to a teaching from Scripture, but as someone who makes 
some effort as though gazing with detail into a mirror. One gets the definite impression that 
if nothing is done to heed the message of the Word, that various people may find themselves 
recipients of, at the very least, God’s chastisement. 

V. 23 actually employs the terminology to prosōpon tēs geneseōs. While often rendered as 
“natural,” the actual word of note is genesis, “an origin, source, productive cause” (LS),82 which 
technically allows for to prosōpon tēs geneseōs to be rendered a bit woodenly as, “the face of 
genesis.” When the mirror of God’s Word—something brought to its climax in the salvation 
work and atonement of Yeshua the Messiah—is placed in front of human beings, it should 
not only reveal who they really are, but it reveals the source of the problem: our beginning 
nature, or the sin nature all have inherited from Adam (Romans 5:12). The Jewish 
philosopher Philo employed the word genesis in a negative context, describing that people 
are unstable, compared to God who is stable because of His eternality: 

“Now that which stands still without any deviation is God, and that which is moved is 
the creature [to de kinēton hē genesis], so that he who comes near to God desires stability; but 
he who departs from him, as by so doing he is approaching a creature easily overturned, is 
borne towards that which resembles it” (Posterity and Exile of Cain 23).83 

Whether a person among James’ original audience, or a presumed Believer today, 
either hears or reads Scripture—those who encounter and examine themselves thoroughly 
as a result, are going to see some major areas of life needing to be conformed to Biblical 
standards. When you look at the spiritual mirror that the Word of God is, an individual is to 
be convicted to change. James specifically targeted those who would carefully scrutinize 
themselves. Any disobedience after such a careful, critical examination, cannot be blamed 
because of a lack of understanding what the Scriptures say—but rather a willful defiance of 
God’s Instruction. Donald W. Burdick observes, “In the Judeo-Christian context, knowledge 
is inseparably tied to experience. The believer gains knowledge through experience, and his 
knowledge is intended to affect subsequent experience.”84 Scripture is the touchstone of our 

 
81 E. Würthwein, “katanoéō,” in TDNT, 639. 
82 LS, 162. 
83 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 134. 
84 Burdick, in EXP, 12:175. 
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experiences, and is the ultimate test to determine how we have to change to be in 
compliance with what the Lord directs of us. 

1:24 The danger that James warns about is those who look at themselves—and see their 
carnal, sin nature in light of God’s Word—and then the person “goes away and at once 
forgets what he was like” (RSV). In other words, no matter how sinful some are exposed to 
be by Scripture, the individual knowing this does not care that much to change. Will this 
mean that a heavy weight of penalty, for failing to comply with God’s intention, will then 
ensue? Thankfully, any final judgment of a person falls to God, and not to any human being. 
Yet, all would do well to heed James’ warning; the person who rejects God’s Word, 
“immediately...forgot of what kind he was” (LITV), when proven to be a sinner. There are 
various examples that we might consider, regarding either ancient Believers failing to keep 
some of the high imperatives of God’s Word, or people today who fall into similar errors. 
But, the general knowledge of knowing that some people know quite well what God’s Word 
says about sin, what the example of the Messiah is regarding such matters—and they go on 
and act like they have forgotten it—is something most sober and most frightening to 
consider. 
 

 
25 But one who looks intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides by 
it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, this man will be 
blessed in what he does. 
 
1:25 James the Just speaks to his audience of how, “the one who looks intently into the 

perfect Torah, the Torah that gives freedom, and continues in it, not becoming a hearer who 
forgets but a doer who acts—he shall be blessed in what he does” (TLV). Each Messiah 
follower is called to be a poiētēs ergou, “a doer of work,” and so be blessed as a result of the 
doing. 

Makarios, “blessed,” is the same Greek term that appears in the source text of Yeshua’s 
Sermon on the Mount teaching of Matthew ch. 5, where He tells His audience “blessed are” 
nine specific times (Matthew 5:3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11). The interconnectivity, between 
Yeshua’s teaching and James’ remark here, can definitely be seen. Notably in view is how 
the teachings and example of Yeshua, via His fulfillment of the Torah and Prophets 
(Matthew 5:17-19), are to compose what James calls nomon teleion ton tēs eleutherias, “the 
perfect law, the law of liberty” (NASU), or “the perfect law that gives freedom” (NIV). 
Walking in appropriate works, reflective of the high standard of God in His Torah, is 
certainly emulative of the Messiah Himself (John 10:25). 

Once again, v. 25 is a place where various Christian interpreters have significantly 
struggled through the idea that “the perfect law” has really anything to do with the Torah of 
Moses. Bo Ivar Reicke, who does not adhere to genuine Jamean authorship of this letter, 
claims that “the ‘law’ here refers to the gospel or the word of salvation to which the writer 
has referred repeatedly in the foregoing passages (vs. 18-24). The fact that the gospel is 
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called ‘law’ does not involve any attempt to reintroduce external observances...”85 He goes 
on to suggest86 that the Epistle of James instead should be read from the perspective of 
endorsing various Stoic ideals, and various other ideas seen in Philonic Jewish material—
which has notably been spoken against by commentators like Davids,87 who interestingly 
enough, holds to a two-stage composition of the letter (discussed previously in the 
Introduction). Other interpreters of James, though—by being a bit weary about Messiah 
followers keeping the Mosaic Law in the post-resurrection era—are more inclined to see 
James’ reference to “the perfect law,” as the Torah’s ethical and moral instructions, as 
interpreted and applied by Yeshua,88 perhaps as some kind of reworked “law of Christ” (cf. 
Galatians 6:2).89 Among contemporary Christian examiners, McKnight is probably the 
closest to what the actual reality is: “James is Torah-observant in a Jesus kind of way.”90 

Some do believe that “the perfect law,” referenced by James in v. 25, may not have a 
great deal to do with the Torah or Moses’ Teaching. They will claim that any major keeping 
of the Law of Moses in the post-resurrection era is likely to bring bondage and legalism to 
people, and that what is intended is only following a series of instructions, rooted around 
the Messiah’s teachings. Certainly, while none of today’s Messianic Believers should find 
themselves in a situation denying the importance and centrality of Yeshua’s teachings and 
example—a definite problem exists for those who do not understand that without God’s 
Torah, there is no definitive guideline concerning what sin is, and what the Messiah 
Himself considered acceptable and unacceptable behavior.91 David H. Stern validly states, “it 
is the Torah which, because it is perfect, gives freedom! Only rebellious antinomians seek to 
be free from rules and regulations; the wise understand that only within a framework of law 
is true freedom possible….The ‘perfect’ or ‘completed’ Torah, then, is the Torah which 
includes the New Covenant.”92 As born again Believers with the Holy Spirit resident inside 
of us, the Torah should be much easier to keep, not more difficult, especially as Messiah 
Yeshua has shown His followers how to live it through His example. For those who have 

 
85 Reicke, 23. 
86 Ibid., 24. 
87 Davids, pp 99-100. 
88 Davids, 100; Burdick, in EXP, 12:176; Moo, 94; McCartney, pp 123-124 reflects a more positive view from 

his Reformed perspective. 
89 Witherington, pp 445-446. 
Galatians 6:2 we should think, is rightly understood as “the Torah's true meaning, which the Messiah 

upholds.” For a further discussion, consult the author’s commentary Galatians for the Practical Messianic. 
90 McKnight, 158. 
91 A most poignant example of this would be the fact that Yeshua Himself never specifically said anything 

about homosexuality, something that liberal Christians who think homosexuality is an acceptable lifestyle, 
grossly abuse. Yet, if Yeshua the Messiah upheld the Torah as valid instruction for His followers (Matthew 5:17-
19), it is obvious that a reprehensible sin like homosexuality, which merited capitial punishment in the pre-
resurrection era, is still most sinful today, even if capitial punishment is not to be issued against gays and 
lesbians. 
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recognized Yeshua as their Redeemer, their obedience to God’s Torah is to be decisively 
fulfilled via His love (2:8). 

Would James have agreed with a word such as Psalm 1:1-2? “How blessed is the man who 
does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, nor stand in the path of sinners, nor sit in the seat of 
scoffers! But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and in His law he meditates day and night.” 
Would James have agreed with a word such as Psalm 19:7-11? “The law of the LORD is perfect, 
restoring the soul; the testimony of the LORD is sure, making wise the simple. The precepts of the 
LORD are right, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes. 
The fear of the LORD is clean, enduring forever; the judgments of the LORD are true; they are 
righteous altogether. They are more desirable than gold, yes, than much fine gold; sweeter also than 
honey and the drippings of the honeycomb. Moreover, by them Your servant is warned; in keeping 
them there is great reward.” For far too many Christians today, these are irrelevant, if not 
non-spiritual, words—only relevant to the spirituality of the Ancient Israelites, but not 
really modern-day Believers in Jesus.93 

Properly keeping God’s commandments in the Torah—via the example of the Messiah, 
no less—is to bring liberty or freedom to God’s people; it is not to bring bondage. Herbert 
Basser, in the relatively liberal Jewish Annotated New Testament, makes the useful indication, 
“The perfect law is later called ‘the royal law’ (2.8), the law that teaches compassion. B. Eruv. 
54a, referring to Ex 32.16 describing the tablets of the law as God’s writing ‘engraved,’ reads 
‘engraved’ [Heb ‘ḥarut’] law as if it said ‘freedom’ [Heb ‘ḥeirut’] law, suggesting that the law 
of Sinai itself is a law of freedom.”94 The Talmudic reference in its entirety says, 

“And said R. Eleazar, ‘What is the meaning of the verse of Scripture: “Tables of stone” (Exo. 
31:18)? If a man presents his cheeks as stone that is not easily worn away, his learning will 
endure in his possession, but if not, his learning will not endure in his possession.’ And said 
R. Eleazar, ‘What is the meaning of the verse of Scripture: “Graven upon the tables” (Exo. 32:16)? 
If the first tablets hadn’t been broken, the Torah would never have been forgotten from 
Israel.’ R. Aha bar Jacob said, ‘No nation or language could have ruled over them: “graven”—
read the word as though it bore vowels to yield “freedom”’” (b.Eruvin 54a).95 

Richard L. Scheef remarks on v. 25, “By calling it the law of liberty [James] reflects the 
then current Jewish teaching that obedience to the law is true freedom.”96 This was 
primarily based around the idea that when God freed Ancient Israel from its bondage in 
Egypt, that He led the people to Mount Sinai to give them His Torah, so that they would be 
free and blessed. The idea that keeping the Torah is some kind of legalistic “bondage,” is one which 

 
93 Consult the author’s remarks in Chapter 1 of his book The New Testament Validates Torah, “Christian 
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Bible (Nashville: Abingdon, 1971), 919. 
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has been improperly perpetuated by too much of Christianity, without a sound Biblical foundation. 
Thankfully, though, there are evangelical Christians like Motyer, whose viewpoint of v. 25 
and what “the law of freedom/liberty” involves is something that most Messianics are not 
only likely to agree with, but find most enlightening and quite edifying to their walk of 
faith: 

 
“We shall begin to understand the link between law and liberty if we go back to the 
very moment of the law-giving at Mount Sinai. The Lord is speaking (Ex. 20:2a) to 
those whom he has brought out of Egypt. They have been redeemed (Ex. 6:6) and the 
means of their redemption was the blood of the lamb (Ex. 12:13). We see, then, that the 
Lord gives his law not as a means of salvation, but as a life-style for those who have 
already been saved. It is the way he wants his redeemed ones to live. But then he goes 
on to say that he is speaking to those whom he has brought out of bondage (Ex. 20:2b): 
not to those whom he is bringing into bondage by imposing his law upon them, but to 
those who are now (for the first time) enjoying liberty, and to whom he gives his 
perfect law in order to safeguard the freedom he has secured for them. True freedom is 
the opportunity and the ability to give expression to what we truly are. We are truly 
free when we live the life appropriate to those who are created in the image of God. 
The law of God safeguards that liberty for us. But it does even more, for obedience 
brings life and power (Lv. 18:5; Dt. 4:1a; Acts 5:32). The law of God is the law of liberty 
because it safeguards, expresses and enables the life of true freedom into which Christ 
has brought us. This is the blessing of which James speaks (25), the blessing of a full 
life, a true humanity. Obedience is the key factor in our enjoyment of it.”97 
 
The Jewish philosopher Philo said, “those who are under the dominion of anger, or 

appetite, or any other passion, or of treacherous wickedness, are in every respect slaves; 
and those who live in accordance with the law are free” (Every Good Man is Free 45).98 These 
words do parallel what the Scriptures say. If God’s people are keeping the Torah through the 
empowerment of His Holy Spirit, then they cannot be subject to the wills of the flesh, and of 
its terrible passions. As Paul so astutely says, “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things 
there is no law” (Galatians 5:22-23). Those, who have “the implanted word” (v. 21) within 
them, will actually find themselves evidencing fruit and blessings, as they follow Moses’ 
Teaching—with the goal of demonstrating a sound inward morality and fair outward 
observance, emulating the example of Yeshua, as well as key godly persons like James. Such 
an obedience must steadfastly keep in mind the interests of neighbor, and how born again 
Believers are called to serve the community of faith. Martin speaks to this: 

“Freedom is not from the works {deeds/doing} of the law…but rather it connotes a 
release from one’s self-interest and a new capacity to practice God’s will in the interests of 

 
97 Motyer, 71. 
98 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 686. 
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one’s needy neighbor…James exploits this meaning of law but gives it a richer content from 
a Christian perspective by his recourse to the eschatological fulfillment of Jer 31 in the age of 
God’s new creation.”99 

While there is variance, and while various scholars and commentators of note will 
wrestle with it—there are those who quantitatively have to acknowledge that “the perfect 
law” (NASU) or “the perfect Torah” (CJB), does involve the New Covenant promise (Jeremiah 
31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27), and at least the Torah’s ethical and moral statutes as 
demonstrated by the Messiah. While today’s Messianics might think that more than just 
moral principles in the Torah are involved, we cannot disagree with the importance of such 
injunctions for daily life, and in demonstrating our faith in a world that is hurting and needs 
a significant demonstration of God’s love and mercy. If you can at all believe it, much of the 
wrestling over what “the perfect law” involves, is something that has been detected at least 
as early as the Sixteenth Century, as seen in Calvin’s commentary on v. 25: 

 
“[H]is {James’} reasons for speaking of the perfect law, the law of liberty, have eluded 
exegetes, who have failed to observe the contrast he makes, with reference to other 
passages of Scripture. As long as the Law is preached by man’s outward utterance, and 
not written in the heart with the finger and Spirit of God, it is a dead letter, it is like a 
lifeless corpse. The Law may reasonably be held to be impaired, until it finds a place in 
the heart. The same argument applies to its lack of freedom. Divorced from Christ, it 
bears children unto bondage (Gal. 4.24), and it can only affect us with profound 
apprehension and fear (Rom. 8.15). But the Spirit of regeneration, printing its message 
on our inmost being, confers in like manner the grace of adoption. It is as though James 
had said, Do not make a slavish thing of the Law’s teaching, but rather a vehicle of 
liberty; don’t be tied to the apron-strings, but reach out with it to perfection; you must 
receive it with whole-hearted affection, if you aim to find a godly and holy life. Further 
we may see from the witness of Jeremiah (31.33), and many others, and the re-
fashioning which the Law of God will give us is a blessing of the new covenant. From 
this it follows that it could not be found, until the coming of Christ. He alone is the 
accomplishment and perfection of the Law. Hence James’ addition of liberty, 
inseparably attached, for Christ’s Spirit never gives us new birth without equally 
giving testimony and pledge to our adoption, so as to set our hearts free from hear and 
alarm.”100 
 
There is an undeniable component of doing/performing/obeying God’s Word, 

following His Torah or Law, that is required of those who are Messiah followers, faithful to 
Him. While this would have been understood relatively easy for many of the First Century 
Jewish Believers—how might this relate to the reason for the Apostolic decree in Acts 15:21, 
and James’ testimony that the salvation of the nations was according to Tanach prophecy 

 
99 Martin, 51. 
100 Calvin, pp 273-274. 



JAMES FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 70 - 

(Acts 15:15-18; Amos 9:11-12, LXX; cf. Micah 4:1-3; Isaiah 2:2-4)? Given the many appeals to 
the Torah and Tanach’s code of ethics and morality in this epistle, would James the Just, 
brother of Yeshua, have wanted the new, non-Jewish Believers to have access to Israel’s 
Scriptures—so that they might be able to have a better idea about what a letter like this one 
communicates? There should be no denying the fact that the Apostolic decree (Acts 15:19-21, 
29) was not always followed, and/or that Greek and Roman Believers were not always 
welcome among First Century Jews. Yet, the intention of the Apostolic decree was to surely 
get Greek and Roman Believers removed from their paganism, and latched onto a 
community where Moses was being taught every Sabbath (Acts 15:21), and which served the 
God of Israel and His intentions. Only when God’s Word is decisively understood and 
implemented, in the lives of all of His people, can it then be manifested in blessings, and even 
greater blessings!101 
 

 
26 If anyone thinks himself to be religious, and yet does not bridle his tongue but 
deceives his own heart, this man's religion is worthless. 
 
1:26 While proper obedience to the Torah or Law of God is expected of Messiah 

followers, one of the initial actions that can prove whether such obedience is genuine or 
fallacious, is seen in James’ direct instruction, “If anyone thinks he is religious, without 
controlling his tongue but deceiving his heart, his religion is useless” (HCSB). Those who do 
not control their speech, or how they communicate, are to be reckoned as violators of God’s 
Torah. In terms of “the perfect law” (v. 25), this should include not only the Torah or Moses’ 
Teaching, but also the Tanach as a whole, as well as the teachings of Yeshua that 
demonstrate forth the maturity that men and women are to be attaining. James’ words 
parallel Proverbs 10:31: “The mouth of the righteous flows with wisdom, but the perverted 
tongue will be cut out.” 

While traditionally rendered as “religion” in most English versions, thrēskeia might 
more fully mean, “expression of devotion to transcendent beings, esp. as it expresses 
itself in cultic rites, worship” (BDAG).102 The actions performed by people in obedience to 
God are certainly to be regarded as some form of worship. While we commonly associate 
worship with singing songs, reciting Scripture, or repeating liturgy of praises to God—our 
daily speech in life is to also reflect the character of the Holy One we serve. This is an area 
where human beings, of all times, and of all shapes and sizes, have certainly committed a 
huge number of offenses. We are all guilty of profaning our Creator, in some form or 
fashion, by failing to bridle our tongue. In many ways, the tongue is like a wild horse that 
needs to be desperately tamed, lest it run rampant and cause all kind of damage. Today’s 
Messianic movement, for a variety of complicated spiritual and sociological reasons, is a 

 
101 Consult the author’s commentary Acts 15 for the Practical Messianic. 
102 BDAG, 459. 
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widespread offender of not controlling the tongue. As we steadily approach the return of the 
Lord, more and more Messianic people are going to have to learn how to speak and 
communicate via a demeanor of holiness, and not base human flesh. 
 

 
27 Pure and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Father is this: to visit 
orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world. 
 
1:27 The kind of action, reflective of Messiah followers adhering to “the perfect law” (v. 

25), is elaborated by James: “Religion that is pure and genuine in the sight of God the Father 
will show itself by such things as visiting orphans and widows in their distress and keeping 
oneself uncontaminated by the world” (Phillips New Testament). Those who wish to really 
demonstrate their sincerity to the Lord, are those who have to enter into places, and deal 
with people, who are in serious distress. They also have to guard themselves “from being 
polluted by the world” (NIV). Witherington observes, on the thrust of v. 27, on how “The 
warning against self-deception is apt, especially for Jews in a Greco-Roman environment 
like the Diaspora, where religion was regularly associated with correct and exacting 
performance of religious ritual and not necessarily with various codes of ethical conduct.”103 
Anyone taking the aim of v. 27 seriously has to recognize how outward religious motions are 
insufficient, if they are not joined with acts of kindness and mercy toward those in need. 

The requirement for the community of God to take care of the poor and destitute 
among them, of whom widows and orphans are most to be pitied, is seen affluently 
throughout the Tanach.104 Making note of a series of passages from Deuteronomy (10:17ff; 
24:17ff, 20ff), Motyer draws a connection between Ancient Israel’s slavery, the release from 
the slavery of sin found in Yeshua, and how such a release is to properly motivate Believers 
to care for others. He says, “The Deuteronomy references...link our concern for orphans and 
widows with the Lord’s concern to redeem us from our Egyptian slavery. They therefore call 
to our minds the redeeming, Calvary-love of Jesus as the model for the caring Christian.”105 
Seeing the Torah commandments and admonitions of the Prophets observed, so that 
Messiah followers take care of orphans, widows, the poor, the homeless, and others in 
need—is a definite component of true religion/worship to James. 

Another major direction is that Believers are to be “unspotted from the world” (KJV), 
meaning contaminated by its most fallen and corrupt methods. The term aspilos “pert. to 

 
103 Witherington, 447. 
Moo, 96 states the similar, “James is not polemicizing against religious ritual per se but against a ritual that 

goes no further than outward show and mere words. He is probably somewhat dependent on a widespread 
pagan and Jewish tradition that emphasized that proper cultic worship must be accompanied by ethical 
conduct.” 

104 Exodus 22:22; Deuteronomy 10:17-18; 14:29; 24:17-22; 26:12; Isaiah 1:10-17; Jeremiah 22:3; Hosea 14:3; 
Zechariah 7:9-10; Psalm 10:14; 68:5; 146:9; cf. 4 Esdras 2:20. 

105 Motyer, 77. 
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being of untainted character, pure, without fault of inward condition” (BDAG),106 and 
needs to be remembered by those seeking to do good works, so that they might be piqued to 
know that such good works are going to be genuine deeds produced by “the word 
implanted” (v. 21), guided and tempered by the love and grace of God. While this would have 
been beset with various challenges for James’ First Century Diaspora audience, 
implementing this as Twenty-First Century Believers can be even more of a challenge. 
Motyer’s detailed observations on v. 27 should not go unnoticed: 

 
“...James summons us to be unstained from the world (27b). ‘The world’ (see, especially, 
4:4) has the same meaning for James as for Paul and John. It is the whole human 
scheme of things organized in terms of human wisdom to attain a human goal, 
without reference to God, his laws, his values or his ultimate judgment. The world is, 
in fact, anything and everything that is at odds with the Lordship of Jesus over our 
lives. If we are to live for him in the world, there is a constant issue of commitment, 
loyalty, to be faced: are we his or are we not? Are we his, not by virtue of a past 
decision allowed to grow stale, but in the daily pressure of the often small things by 
which our lives are besmirched? For it is more than likely true that, if life were all 
large decisions, few of us would go far wrong. Yet, faced with the world’s ceaseless 
bombardment of our eyes, ears, thoughts, and imaginations, the world’s insidious 
erosion of values and standards, and clamour for our time, money and energy, it is 
easy to adopt a general day of life which, though it avoids the open pitfalls of sin, yet 
is not discernibly different from the style of one who does not know Christ. We may 
well decide to belong to Jesus, yet fail to carry that decision through with the rigour 
which alone proves that it was a real decision. It is one thing to yield our lives unto 
him, but it is another to live each moment of the day on his side in the great divide 
from the world.”107 
 
There is a definite part of obedience to God—a part of Torah observance, no less—which 

involves what many might call “the social gospel.” This requires Believers to be concerned 
about others’ physical needs. In all of my time in the Messianic movement, I have found it 
most interesting that many, staunchly pro-Torah people, will quote from James’ writing 
about being a doer (v. 22), but they often gloss over the fact that James largely emphasizes 
the morality, attitudes, and social actions that Believers are to perform. Evangelical 
Christians, who do not keep the seventh-day Sabbath, appointed times of Leviticus 23, or eat 
kosher—but who are concerned about humanitarian good works—are frequently the target 
of negative criticism, which does not help for fair-minded discussion with them. How we 
learn to implement a delicate balance, of proper attitudes and actions, is frequently not 
something that enough contemporary Messianic Believers do. Most unconsciously, many 
people in our faith community allow themselves to be stained and spotted with worldly 

 
106 BDAG, 144. 
107 Motyer, pp 77-78. 
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attitudes and temperaments. Too many of us, as we steadily approach the return of the 
Messiah, have to learn to do better! 
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