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Galatians—Justification by Faith in Christ 

 

Introduction—Galatians has been described as the Magna Carta of Christian liberty. The book played 

such a key role in the Reformation that it is called “the cornerstone of the Protestant Reformation.” The 

letter is Paul’s manifesto of justification by faith alone refuting the legalism that ensnared the Galatian 

churches. This essential truth was challenged by the insistence from certain quarters that believers in 

Christ must keep the law if they expected to be complete before God. Paul uses personal, theological, 

and moral arguments to demonstrate the superiority of grace over law and a life of liberty over that of 

legalism or license. Galatians is “deliberative rhetoric”, the kind of argument ancient writers used to 

persuade people to change their behavior. 

Author and occasion—Galatians is universally accepted as s genuine letter of Paul. He is mentioned as 

the author in 1;1 and 5:2. Very early in church history, Galatians was included in the canon as a letter 

from Paul. 

There are two major views concerning the background of the writing of Galatians: 

• South Galatia theory—Paul wrote this letter to the churches in south Galatia (Derbe, Lystra, 

Iconium, and Pisidian Antioch) that he founded during his first missionary journey (Acts 13-14). He 

wrote from Antioch in Syria before the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) in the late 40s. The visit to 

Jerusalem described in Galatians 2 is the famine relief visit discussed in Acts 11:27-30. 

 • North Galatia theory—Paul wrote to the churches he founded in north-central Galatia during his 

second missionary journey (Acts 16:6-8) before he came to Troas and received the Macedonian vision 

(Acts 16:9-10). A second visit to these churches is described in Acts 18:23. According to this view, Paul 

wrote Galatians after the Jerusalem Council in the mid-50s from either Ephesus or Macedonia. The 

visit Paul describes in Galatians 2 is the Jerusalem Council itself. 

This matter is further complicated by confusion in terminology. The term “Galatia” was used in both a 

geographical and a political sense. Initially, Galatia referred to the north-central area in Asia Minor 

(present-day Turkey) where the Gauls had settled after migrating from Europe in the 3rd century B.C. 

In this geographical sense of the term, the principal cities of the area were Ancyra, Pessinus, and 

Tavium. In 25 B.C., the Emperor Augustus converted this territory into a Roman province and added to 

this province an area in the south, which included the cities of Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe. So 

Galatia, in the political sense of the term, encompassed an area through which Paul traveled in his first 

missionary journey. 

The problem boils down to this. Was Galatia written to the churches in the southern part of the province 

(Galatia in the political sense) which Paul and Barnabus evangelized on their first missionary journey, 

or was it written to a group of churches in Galatia proper (Galatia in the geographical sense), which 

may have been founded during the second and third missionary journeys?  

Date—Some date Galatians as one of Paul's earliest letters, because he does not appeal to the decisions 

of the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) which would seem to be decisive with the problems the Galatians 

were having. Others see Galatians 2:1 as referring to taking Titus to the Jerusalem Council after his first 

missionary journey and therefore date the letter later. The difference is a letter written in the late forties 

versus one written in the early or mid-fifties. 
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The south Galatian theory allows for an earlier dating for the book, one as early as 48 or 49. However, 

Galatians 4:3 seems to imply a second visit to the Galatian churches prior to the writing of the letter, 

perhaps what is described at the beginning of the second missionary journey in Acts 16. If so, the letter 

was penned in the early 50s perhaps from Corinth or Macedonia. 

Purpose— Some Judean Christians were arguing that, in essence, one must become a cultural Jew and 

obey the law to become fully Christian. They argued that the Bible itself made this a requirement for 

anyone who wished to belong to God's people (Gen. 17:10-14—circumcision emerges as the key 

concern). This letter is a protest of the corruption of the gospel of grace and defends that gospel from 

the respective errors of legalism and license.   

Guiding Concepts: 

Defense of Paul’s apostolic ministry—Like 2 Corinthians, Galatians defends Paul’s apostolic call and 

ministry and contains in summary form what the apostle taught. Acts 1:21-26 indicates that the major 

prerequisites for being an apostle was having been an eyewitness of Christ’s earthly ministry and 

having been chosen for the office by the risen Lord. The legalists undoubtedly claimed that Paul never 

met the Lord Jesus and was not an eyewitness of the Lord’s ministry. Likewise, they would deny his 

commission from the Lord. Paul’s claim to having fulfilled these requirements stemmed from his 

Damascus road experience and its aftermath. 

Law and grace—Galatians vigorously defends justification by grace alone and exposes the fallacy of a 

law-based righteousness. Galatians is called “a short Romans” since both books teach the doctrine of 

justification by faith. The superiority of grace over law is a central concern of the book. 

Liberty and license—Galatians 5-6 shows that Christian liberty does not mean license. God intends His 

children to live in the power of the Holy Spirit to manifest the fruit of the Spirit (5:22-23) rather than 

the works of the flesh (5:19-21).  

 

Detailed Outline:    Galatians—Justification by Faith in Christ  

I.  Introduction: Turning to another gospel (1:1-10) 

 A. Salutation (1:1-5) 

B. Turning to a different Gospel: Astonishment and denunciation (1:6-10) 

II.  Defense of Apostolic Authority (1:11-2:21) 

A. Paul’s message received directly from God (1:11-24) 

1. Circumstances of Paul's revelation (1:11-17) 

2. First Jerusalem meeting with Peter and James (1:18-24) 

B. Apostolic recognition of Paul’s ministry among Gentiles (2:1-10) 

1. Second Jerusalem meeting: Judaizing controversy places Gentile mission in issue 

(2:1-5) 

2. Recognition of the Gentile mission by the apostolic pillars (2:6-10) 

C. Peter confronted in Antioch: Justification by faith, not by legal observance (2:11-21) 

1. Eating with Gentiles and Jewish customs (2:11-13) 

2. Gospel truth: Justification by faith in Christ apart from law (2:14-21) 

III.  Defense of Justification by Faith (3:1-4:31) 

A. Vindication of the doctrine (3:1-29) 

1. Galatians’ experience: Spirit received by faith, not by legal observance (3:1-5) 
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2.  Abraham: Father of faith-based righteousness (3:6-9) 

3.  Law’s curse and Christ’s redemption (3:10-14) 

4.  Covenant priority: Abrahamic over Mosaic (3:15-18) 

5.  Law’s purpose: Lead us to faith in Christ (3:19-25) 

6.  Abraham’s seed: Children of God through faith in Christ (3:26-29) 

B. Old Testament illustrations of the doctrine (4:1-31) 

1. Legal heir as child compared to people under law (4:1-7) 

2. Paul perplexed by the Galatians (4:8-20) 

a.      Turning back to enslavement to the law (4:8-11) 

  b. Paul’s initial ministry and Galatian response recalled (4:12-16)  

c. Jewish legalists’ deceit to win Galatians over (4:17-20) 

3. Hagar and Sarah: Allegory of grace and law (4:21-31) 

 

IV. Defense of Christian Liberty: Justification by Faith does not Lead to License (5:1-6:18) 

A. Free from law-based righteousness (5:1-12) 

1. Stand firm against circumcision and law-based righteousness (5:1-6) 

  2. Law-based righteousness hinders spiritual progress (5:7-9) 

  3. Anathema on preachers of law-based righteousness (5:10-12) 

B. Christian liberty: Free not to indulge sinful nature (5:13-6:10) 

1. In general (5:13-15) 

2. Life in the Spirit (5:16-26)  

   a. Conflict between the Spirit and the flesh (5:16-18)  

b. Works of the flesh delineated (5:19-21) 

c. Fruit of the Spirit delineated (5:22-26) 

  3. Life of service: Doing good to all (6:1-10) 

   a. Service and attitudes within the family of faith (6:1-5) 

   b. Law of sowing and reaping: Do not grow weary in well-doing (6:6-10) 

C. Conclusion: Not circumcision but new creation (6:11-18) 
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Galatians—Justification by Faith in Christ 

 

I. Introduction: Turning to Another Gospel (1:1-10)—Jewish legalists were spreading a false 

gospel, mixing law and grace, and Paul was not going to stand by and do nothing. He takes definite 

steps to engage on this issue by expressing his anxiety for the Galatians (1:6-7) and exposing the 

adversary (1:8-10).  

A. Salutation (1:1-5)—These Notes adopt the south Galatian theory addressed above. Galatians is 

addressed to the churches located in Derbe, Lystra, Iconium, and Pisidian Antioch founded during 

Paul's first missionary journey.  

 

B. Turning to a different gospel: Astonishment and denunciation (1:6-10)—Paul's usual 

thanksgiving for his readers is omitted and he plunges abruptly into his immediate concern: their 

desertion of the Lord by turning from the true gospel. Paul is ticked! The lack of a thanksgiving for the 

readers is an expression of his anger.  

Legalistic Judaizers had come to the Galatians after Paul and corrupted the message of God's grace and 

undermined Paul's ministry (1:6-7). His opponents had corrupted the gospel message by cluttering it 

with the necessity of obeying the law; that grace wasn't enough. He insists that such legalism is not the 

same gospel as the gospel of God's grace. Rather, it is a perversion of it. This additional requirement of 

law-keeping meant a subservient position of the Gentiles in the church of Christ. They had to be Jews 

before they could be real Christians. Ethnic rivalry and even hostility would be alive and well in such a 

situation. Paul will have none of this. He expresses the desire that those preaching a false gospel be 

eternally condemned (2:8-9). This stern expression is in the genre of Deuteronomy 27-28 where Moses 

speaks of curses coming on people for disobedience. 

1:6—Turning away (metatithesthe) was a military term describing the desertion of a soldier. 

1:7—The false teachers were perverting the gospel and troubling the church. The two necessarily go 

together.  

1:10—The opponents seem to be asserting that Paul tailored the gospel to please people. He knew law-

keeping would be unpopular to Gentiles, so he conveniently left it out. If Paul was a people-pleaser, 

would he have opened this letter with such a stern rebuke? 

 

II. Defense of Paul's Apostolic Authority (1:11-2:21)—Paul replies in detail to the challenge by 

the Jewish legalists to his apostolic authority. They were arguing that Paul claimed to be an apostle but 

did not stand in the apostolic tradition. Paul asserts that the gospel he preached did not come from his 

Jewish training, nor from the apostles in Jerusalem, but by direct revelation from God (1:11-12). He 

was not a self-appointed imposter. He was an apostle before he met the other apostles (1:13-17). When 

he did meet the original apostles, he was welcomed (1:18-24) and his apostolic function and message 

was affirmed (2:1-10). In addition, he even found it necessary to rebuke Peter, the reputed leader of the 

Twelve, and that rebuke was received as appropriate (2:11-21). 

A. Gospel received by revelation directly from God independent of the other apostles  (1:11-

24) 

1. Circumstances of Paul's revelation (1:11-17)—The old Puritans used to say that God breaks 
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hearts in repentance, but not all in the same way. Paul is telling the Galatians and people through the 

ages his conversion story and his call to preach. Paul is demonstrating the integrity of his message. He 

did not receive it from other people nor was it self-originating. It was direct revelation from God 

himself. 

1:13-17—Paul reaches back into his own past to remind the Galatian Christians of how God had dealt 

with him. He begins by reviewing his own conduct as a persecuting Jewish rabbi (1:13-14). His 

reputation as a persecutor was known far and wide. Then something happened that changed Saul the 

persecuting rabbi into the Paul the apostle and preacher of the gospel he formerly persecuted. This 

amazing change was of God, an experience that is related in three different places in the book Acts 

(Acts 9; 22; and 26). His conversion was entirely of God, by grace, through Christ, for a purposeful 

ministry to the Gentiles, for the glory of God.  

 

He was advancing in Judaism. He was a persecutor of the church of God (he ravaged it like a wild boar 

in a cultivated vineyard) and was very zealous for the traditions that the opponents were promoting. He 

was stopped in his tracks on the way to Damascus and then went to Arabia to radically reassess his life 

and his ministry. Note what Paul says God did for him: 

• He sent him apart from birth (see Jer. 1:5); 

• He called him by his grace; 

• He revealed his Son to him that he might preach to the Gentiles. 

1:17—Arabia probably refers to Nabataea, the area around Damascus in Syria. Damascus and this 

Arabian area may have been controlled by Aretas IV at the time.  

2. First Jerusalem meeting with Peter and James (1:18-24)—Paul’s opponents were implying 

that he was a junior member of the apostolic team, if that. And he was not even reliable at that. Paul 

continues his testimony and begins his defense of his apostleship. He starts with a description of his 

first visit to Jerusalem after his conversion. The whole point of this is that Paul's conversion, message, 

and ministry was independent of the apostles in Jerusalem. He then went to Syria and Cilicia (Tarsus, 

Paul's hometown was in Cilicia) and was preaching the faith. The church in Judea heard of this and 

praised God for his about face (persecutor turned preacher) with respect to the faith. 

 

Paul's theology was not received from other people nor significantly molded by them. Paul minimizes 

the influence of the chief leaders of the Jerusalem church to underline that his apostolic office and 

teaching came directly from God. The function of the travelogue in this section is to establish that 

point. 

B. Right hand of fellowship: Recognition by the apostles of Paul's ministry among the 

Gentiles (2:1-10)— While Paul received his commission and message directly from God independent 

of the original apostles, there was apostolic affirmation of Paul’s ministry and unity between Paul and 

the original apostles. The first part of Galatians 2 differs from Galatians 1. The narrative moves: 

• from the source of the gospel Paul preached to its nature, especially as pertaining to 

circumcision; 

• from independence from the Twelve to harmony and cooperation with them; 

• from his conversion and early activities to real traction on the Gentile mission; 

• from an uneasy uncertainty about the substance of the legalists’ argument to agreement on the 

nature of the gospel and on a division of labor. 
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1. Second Jerusalem meeting: Judaizing controversy places Gentile mission in issue (2:1-5)— 

Paul continues by describing another visit to Jerusalem fourteen years after his meeting with Peter and 

the other apostles. Paul didn’t go to Jerusalem to be instructed in the gospel. He goes to Jerusalem in 

response to revelation (2:2) and to posit the gospel he preached to the established apostles. He was 

going there to maintain unity and to address any false charges that would undermine that unity. 

That meeting revolved around circumcision as an identity marker for the people of God, the same issue 

that confronted the Galatians via the false teachers. The focus on circumcision for the legalists was 

understandable. If you're insisting on Law-keeping in addition to grace then how do you know that 

other people are keeping the law? Were they always eating kosher food? Were they always keeping the 

Sabbath? There were long-running disputes in those areas. But circumcision was definite. A guy was 

either circumcised or he wasn't. A clear-cut identity marker. 

2:1—The book of Acts records five visits by Paul to Jerusalem: 

• the visit after he left Damascus after being converted (Acts 9:26-30; Gal. 1:18-20); 

• the famine relief visit (Acts 11:27-30); 

• the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:1-35); 

• a short visit at the end of the second missionary journey (Acts 18:22); and 

• the visit that resulted in his imprisonment (Acts 21:15-23:35). 

The visit mentioned in this verse is either the famine relief visit or that of the Jerusalem Council. The 

case for identifying the Jerusalem visit of Galatians 2:1-10 with the Jerusalem Council recorded in Acts 

15 seems strongest. For both accounts, the communication is between the Jerusalem and Antioch 

churches. For both, Barnabas and Paul go to Jerusalem and the participants at the meeting being the 

same—the legalists, Barnabas and Paul, and the Jerusalem apostles. The subject of the dispute is the 

same (necessity of being circumcised) as are the results. However, there are differences. Galatians only 

mentions a private meeting and omits the public discussion. Galatians speaks of Titus going with Paul 

and Barnabas as a test case, whereas Acts 15 fails to mention that. Galatians says that Paul and 

Barnabas “went up in response to revelation”, whereas Acts 15 indicates that Paul and Barnabas were 

delegated by the Antioch church. These differences are not compelling when one reflects on the reality 

that Paul’s main goal in Galatians was not giving a full account of his activities or lining up his version 

with what Luke would write later. His point was to reply to the criticisms of the legalists.  

The main bugaboo with seeing the Galatians 2 visit as the same as that of Acts 15 is to ask why Paul 

doesn’t use the Jerusalem Council’s verdict in his argument against the legalists in Galatians? Perhaps 

because the Council, while freeing the Gentiles from the necessity of adherence to the law, also added 

certain restrictions for Jewish conscience sake. Or perhaps by referring to the Council’s decrees, Paul 

would be conceding the very thing the legalists were contending, that the authority of the Jerusalem 

apostles was greater than his own direct commission from the Lord; that he was indeed a second-

stringer.        

“Fourteen years” refers to Paul’s previous visit to Jerusalem about three years after his conversion (Gal. 

1:18). If this visit was around the time of the Jerusalem Council, that would place Paul's conversion in 

the early 30s, rather soon after the Lord Jesus' resurrection. 

2:3-5—Paul brought Titus to Jerusalem as a test case. Would the original apostles require a Gentile 

believer to be circumcised? The answer was no. To impost circumcision on Titus would be to deny that 

salvation is by faith alone and to require obedience to the law in addition to faith for acceptance before 

God. Those undermining the unity of the church are described as false brothers, kin to the teachers who 
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were troubling the Galatians. 

Although some Jews believed that Gentiles could be saved, no one believed that they would be adopted 

into the covenant on equal terms with Jews and certainly not without being circumcised. The decision 

diverged significantly from the cultural norms of Judaism. 

Was Paul inconsistent in refusing to circumcise Titus (2:3) when he later circumcised Timothy (Acts 

16:3). Paul was not submitting Timothy to Jewish Law to win him to Christ. Timothy was part Jew and 

part Gentile, and his lack of circumcision might have hindered his ministry among the Jewish people. 

Titus was fully Gentile and to require circumcision in his case would imply that there was something 

lacking in his Christian conversion and experience. 

2. Recognition of the Gentile mission by the apostolic pillars (2:6-10)—The right hand of 

fellowship showed that the original apostles not only affirmed Paul's message of justification by faith, 

but that he was divinely commissioned to take that message to the Gentiles. They recognized spheres of 

ministry. Apart from his visit to the household of Cornelius (Acts 10) and to the Samaritans to confirm 

Philip’s ministry (Acts 8), Peter centered his ministry primarily on the Jews and Paul on the Gentiles. 

Paul walks a tightrope here. His ministry was from God, not an assignment from the Jerusalem 

apostles. He wants the Galatians to know that because the false teachers were probably making him out 

to be a second-stringer and themselves as getting things right from the first team. No, Paul didn't 

receive an assignment from the “first team”. Rather they recognized his divine call and ministry to 

preach to the Gentiles as they were to preach to the Jews. He wanted to make clear his independent 

ministry from the Lord without undermining the unity with the original apostles. The original apostles 

(the pillars) added nothing to his divinely received message, they were happy to agree to the Jew-

Gentile division of labor. 

C. Peter confronted in Antioch: Justification by faith in Christ, not by legal observance 

(2:11-21)—Paul relates how he confronted Peter because Peter was behaving in a way inconsistent 

with the truth that we are all justified by faith and not by the works of the law. After his vision at the 

house of Simon the tanner (Acts 10:9-16), Peter felt free to eat with Gentiles and seems to have done so 

regularly. However, this demonstration of the unity between Jew and Gentile in Christ halted when 

some emissaries from Jerusalem arrived. Peter might have been intimidated by the circumcision party 

and drew back from eating freely with Gentiles. Peter's poor example was being imitated by Jewish 

believers and Paul felt the need to confront him on the issue. Anything that implies that a person in 

Christ is something less than acceptable is not being straightforward about the Gospel. 

1. Eating with Gentiles and Jewish customs (2:11-13)— Why report this? Why would Paul 

publicly rebuke Peter in this situation? Peter may have justified his action to step back from table 

fellowship with Gentiles the way Paul saw his own actions at times, recorded in 1 Corinthians 9:19-22, 

that he would restrict his freedom in order not to give offense. However, Paul saw it differently. 

Stepping back from table fellowship with Gentiles relegated them to second-class citizenship in the 

Kingdom. Peter may have seen himself as accommodating the Jews on minor points to keep the peace, 

whereas Paul saw any degree of racial or ethnic segregation as affront to the heart of the gospel. Paul 

saw the issue as serious and urgent and therefore public rebuke, rather than private aside, was in order.    

It is difficult for moderns to understand how serious table fellowship was in the early church. Just as 

circumcision was a symbol of family identity, so was table fellowship. Paul is telling this story to them 

for the same reason he publicly rebuked Peter. This isn't a squabble about two different ways of 

interpreting an insignificant point. The heart of the gospel was at stake. God was forging a united 



11 

family and Peter was backing away from that truth to accommodate Jewish exclusivism.  

2:13—Note that he says that Peter, Barnabas, and the other Jews were hypocrites (2:13). The hypocrite 

was the actor in a Greek play that wore masks to indicate which of the multiple roles he was playing in 

any given scene. The word came to mean someone deceitfully playing a part, pretending to be someone 

they weren't. Peter was play-acting and leading others to do the same. That play-acting was an essential 

denial of the new community that Jesus was calling into being. Peter was holding the mask of Jewish 

respectability in front of his real face, separating himself from his Gentile brothers and sisters. Peter’s 

action undermined the unity of the church (2:14), cast a shadow on the doctrine of justification by faith 

(2:15-16), was inconsistent with Peter’s own testimony at the Jerusalem Council relating to the 

believer’s freedom from the law (2:17-18), undermined the gospel itself (2:19-20), and the grace of 

God in the atonement of the Lord Jesus (2:21). 

2. Gospel truth: Justification by faith in Christ apart from law (2:14-21)—Are Paul's direct 

remarks to Peter limited to verse 14, or do they go through to the end of the chapter, or do they stop 

somewhere in between whereupon Paul continues to elaborate on the inconsistency of Peter's behavior 

and the doctrine of justification by faith. Whether Paul's response to Peter continues through verse 21 is 

uncertain. However, what is certain is that this section goes to the heart of what the letter to the 

Galatians is about. Both Jews and Gentiles are justified by faith (2:15-16). They are on the same terms 

regarding salvation. Righteousness by faith does not lead to sinful living (2:17-18). Indeed, the law 

properly understood leads us to our need for the grace of God in the Lord Jesus (2:19-20). If the law 

could bring righteousness, then it would set aside the need for grace and Christ would have died 

needlessly (2:21).   

Our new identity arises from the reality that we are in Christ. This public rebuke of Peter was a matter 

of Christian identity. It was part and parcel of Paul's passionate argument to the Galatians about the 

reality of their Christian identity in Christ. In Christ, we are new creatures. Those who belong to the 

Lord Jesus are in Him, so that what is true of the Lord Jesus is true of them. All those who are in the 

Lord Jesus are the true people of God, regardless of race, or ethnicity, or gender, or any other humanly 

devised divider or marker. This identity is framed by God's promise to Abraham, fulfilled in the Lord 

Jesus, of a single world-wide family. The marker of membership in that family was not circumcision or 

other humanly devised markers, but faith in Christ.   

Illustration—A story about Margaret Thatcher, while she was Prime Minister of Great Britain, visiting 

an assisted living facility for senior citizens. She went from room to room greeting the senior citizens. 

She came upon one senior citizen who showed no sign of recognizing who Thatcher was while shaking 

her hand. Thatcher asked the woman: “Do you know who I am?” The woman replied: “No, I don’t. But 

I’d ask the hall nurse if I were you, she probably would know. She usually does.” 

2:16—This is a key verse in the book and marks the first appearance of the term “justified” (dikaioutai) 

in Galatians. This is a legal term and means “to declared righteous”. How can sinful people stand 

before a holy God? Only by the gracious declaration by God based on faith in Christ and his justifying 

work that wrought a new creation. 

There is a threefold repetition of the doctrine of justification by faith in this one verse: “a man is not 

justified by observing the law, but by faith in Christ”; “So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus 

that we may be justified by faith”; and “because by observing the law no one will be justified”.    

2:20—Ultimately, the implications of our union with Christ (Rom. 6:1-6; 1Cor. 12:13) is the answer to 

the accusations that justification by faith alone leads to lawless living (see 2:17). That is the standard 
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antinomian objection to justification by faith, that is by eliminating the law one encourages godless 

living. But that objection misunderstands the nature of justification.  

For the legalists, justification by faith is nothing more than a legal fiction, declaring that people are 

right when they are not. While it is true that people are accepted by God as righteous when they are not, 

this is only the case because God joins us to Christ and this implies a true transformation. What does it 

mean to be in Christ? It means to be so united to Christ that all the experiences of Christ become the 

Christian’s experiences. His death for sin, was the Christian’s death; His resurrection was the believer’s 

resurrection (in one sense); His ascension and exultation, the believer’s exultation (in the sense of 

Ephesians 2:6 and being seated with Christ in the heavenlies). What is true of Christ is true of the 

believer.   

2:21—The implication of requiring law-keeping in addition to justification by faith for acceptance 

before God is that the Cross is not enough. Human effort is needed to plug divine gaps. However, if 

righteousness is gained or sealed by human effort, then Christ died needlessly. 

 

III. Defense of Paul's Message of Justification by Faith in Christ (3:1-4:31)—In this section 

Paul defends justification by faith. He appeals to the Galatians' original reception of the gospel of grace 

(3:1-5). He then returns to the Old Testament to show that Abraham and the prophets understood 

salvation by grace through faith (3:6-14). He proceeds to explain why the law was originally given 

(3;15-4:7), expresses his consternation over the Galatians current confusion (4:8-20), and then uses an 

allegorical interpretation of the story of Sarah and Hagar to illustrate the relationship between law and 

grace (4:19-31). 

The Galatians were being urged to add law-keeping to the faith as a condition for acceptance before 

God. However, to supplement the work of Christ is to supplant it; we are saved by faith in Christ alone. 

Paul develops his argument along the following lines: 

• The Galatians growth in Christ must continue the way their lives in Christ began—by faith (3:1-

5). 

• Abraham, the great patriarch of Judaism, was justified by faith and that principle is an abiding 

one (3:6-9). 

• Christ redeemed from the curse of the law all who place their faith in him (3:10-14). The curse 

of the law is our inability to keep it, exposing our inability to be self-justifying beings despite 

our pretense.    

• God's covenant with Abraham was not nullified by the Mosaic Code given 430 years later 

(3:15-18). 

•  The law's purpose was to expose sin and drive us to Christ, not to supplant Christ as a surrogate 

access to God (3:19-22). 

• Believers in Christ are God's adopted children and are no longer bound in tutelage to the law for 

what the law pointed to has now come (3:23-4:7). 

• In yearning to return to the tutelage of the law as a supplement to faith, the Galatians were 

going spiritually backwards (4:8-20). 

• Paul concludes with an allegory based on Isaac and Ishmael, Abraham's sons, to show the 

superiority of the Abrahamic Covenant to the Mosaic Covenant, of faith to law as a principle of 

life (4:21-31). 

A. Vindication of justification by faith in Christ (3:1-29)—Life in the Spirit is linked to the 
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Cross. In this section, Paul is attacking the project mentality, Perfection is not humanly achieved. What 

we are and will be is by faith. 

Beginning here and running through chapter 4, Paul uses a diatribe style, a vivid teaching style 

characterized by imaginary interlocutors, rhetorical questions, and intense, often in your face, 

reasoning. 

1. Galatians’ experience: Spirit received by faith, not by legal observance (3:1-5)—Paul asks 

the Galatians a series of rhetorical questions. Did they begin by law or faith? By human striving or by 

the Spirit? By trying or by trusting? Having begun by the Spirit, were they to be completed by the 

flesh?  

He asks them basically, whether they were out of their minds. Having started by grace were they going 

to complete things by the law that no one can really obey? They were part of the family of God by 

being in Christ, not by jumping through Jewish legalistic hoops. Messiah’s family is one forged by 

faith. Are they trying to be part of the Jewish ethnic family defined by a physical descent that they 

really will never have?  

 

What of their initial experience? It was by grace and Spirit, not circumcision and the law. 

Paul argues from the standpoint of consistency with their conversion. The legalists were arguing that 

complete Christianity including obedience to the law. Converts to Judaism had to prove their 

genuineness by this test and converts to Christ should too. Paul points out that the Galatians’ 

conversion: Paul presented Christ and him crucified to them (3:1). They had received the Spirit (3:2-4).  

Miracles were worked in their midst (3:5). Did those things occur just so that now they observe the 

law? 

The Spirit is mentioned numerous times in Galatians. His ministry among believers includes: 

• He convicts people of their sin and reveals Christ to them (Jn. 16:7-11);  

• He regenerates people, making them a new creation (Jn. 3:1-8); 

• He baptizes people, incorporating them in the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:13);  

• He seals believers (Eph. 1:13; 4:30); 

• He indwells them, enabling the to live appropriately (1 Cor. 6:19-20); 

• He fills them, empowering them for life and ministry (Jn. 7:37-39; Eoh. 5:18-21). 

In addition to these, believers can grieve the Spirit when they disobey God (Eph. 4:30), doing what he 

doesn’t want, and quench the Spirit when they don’t do what he leads them to do (1 Thess. 5:19).   

3:1—Paul adopts vivid speech to press home to the Galatians the seriousness of their situation. Who 

has “bewitched you” is literally “double-eyed you,” suggesting an evil spell confusing people. Paul 

calls the Galatians foolish, a term that means “spiritually dull”. The apostle is really getting into his 

argument!  

2. Abraham: Father of faith-based righteousness (3:6-9)— Paul takes them back to Abraham in 

Genesis 15. He was credited with righteousness by faith not by the law. God’s covenant promised that 

through Abraham, all nations would be blessed. That meant people just like the Galatians, were blessed 

without legalistic hoops to jump through. People who believe the gospel are already Abraham’s true 

children. Faith is not a temporary badge to be exchanged for circumcision later on. Just as Abraham 

was saved by faith, so are his spiritual descendants, both Jew and Gentile. Paul can say this because the 

New Covenant’s outpouring of the Spirit on people of every race and nationality is the unveiling of the 

comprehensive aspects of the Abrahamic Covenant. 



14 

In this section Paul quotes frequently from the Old Testament.  He established that Abraham was saved 

by faith (3:6-7) by quoting Genesis 15:6 where righteousness is imputed to Abraham because he 

believes God. Then he notes that salvation was for the Gentiles as well as the Jews (3:8-9) by quoting 

Genesis 12:3.  

 

3. Law’s curse and Christ’s redemption (3:10-14)—Paul continues his Scriptural argument. 

Justification must come by faith alone once one properly understands the implications of relying on the 

law. Paul quotes Deuteronomy 27:26 to show that the law demanded perfect observance. He then 

contrasts faith and law as having different, mutually exclusive points of reliance for justification. This 

he does by quoting Habakkuk 2:4 and juxtaposing that text with a quote from Leviticus 18:5. Paul 

concludes this section by describing Christ’s substitutionary atonement and again citing the Old 

Testament (see Deut. 21:23). 

The cross of the Lord Jesus and the gift of the Spirit dealt with our sin problem and enables blessing to 

reach the whole world, Jew and Gentile alike. The law was no remedy, it only graphically pointed out 

our sin problem.  

 

Pause and ponder—So why the fascination with law? This has been a recurring issue in Church 

history. How is it that law bewitches us, casts a spell as it were? 

• It appeals to the flesh, our sense of doing it by ourselves. There is a draw to being religious, to 

being seen as right, even superior. 

• It appeals to the senses. Instead of worshipping God in “Spirit and truth”, the legalists invent 

their own system and even make God their debtor. Worship should engage the senses, but these 

external things are but windows through which faith perceives the eternal. 

• The legalists use religion to measure themselves and compare themselves with others. 

3:15-29— The idea of promise runs throughout this section. It refers to God’s promise to Abraham that 

in him all nations of the world would be blessed. The promise was spoken to Abraham and his seed 

(singular). That seed was Christ. The promise given to Abraham and his seed was realized through the 

Lord Jesus. This was to be a spiritual posterity, a family defined by faith, not ethnic descent or legal 

observance. What the law does is prepare us for grace by showing us our inability to keep the law. The 

law in effect kept Israel as a strict guardian until Messiah, the Lord Jesus, delivered us from sin and 

gave us the Spirit to live faithfully unto God.  

    

4. Covenant priority: Abrahamic over Mosaic (3:15-18)— This portion answers the argument 

that the law, coming after God’s covenant with Abraham, superseded it and changed the basis of 

salvation from faith to law-keeping. Paul asserts that just as a human covenant that is properly 

established is not set aside or supplemented, so too the promises of God are immutable. God’s promises 

in his covenant with Abraham are not rendered void by the law which was introduced 430 years later. 

The Greeks used the same word to convey the idea of “covenant”, “testament”, or “will”. Wills were 

sealed so they could not be altered. So too, the covenant with Abraham was not altered by the Mosaic 

Covenant. God would not institute a covenant that retracts his earlier promise based on faith. 

 

3:17—“Four hundred and thirty years” comes from Exodus 12:40.  

 

5. Law’s purpose: Lead us to faith in Christ (3:19-25)—The law does not negate the promise, 

so what is the law’s purpose? The law functions to show us our need for grace, not as a vehicle of self-
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salvation. It points out our sin and drives us to Christ. The law is conditioned on complete obedience 

that no one (except Christ) can do. In addition, Paul tells us— 

• Law was given because of transgressions. That it is a means of checking sin by showing us that 

sin incurs God’s wrath (3:19). 

• Law is temporary (3:19). 

• Law is inferior to the Abrahamic Covenant because of its manner of bestowal. God made 

promises directly to Abraham while the law was established through angelic agency (3:20). 

• Law was not given to impart righteousness or to give life (3:21) but declared that all people are 

hostages to sin (3:22, 24). It serves as a tutor to lead us to Christ (3:22-25). 

3:19— According to post-Old Testament Jewish tradition, the law was given through angels and the 

mediator was Moses himself.  

 

3:24—The law was a strict teacher or guardian (paidagogos). In privileged Roman society, a master 

would commit his young sons (typically as young as six or seven years of age) to a teacher or guardian 

(often an educated slave) until they reached puberty. These teachers were expected to be strict 

disciplinarians assigned the task of protecting their young charges from society’s evils and providing 

moral training and instruction. This was the law’s function until Christ came to redeem us. The law was 

a guardian looking after the people, until the time of Messiah. It was meant to lead us to Christ by 

showing us our need. 

 

6. Abraham’s seed: Children of God through faith in Christ (3:26-29)—Paul contrasts our 

standing as children of God with what was described as one’s standing under law. Three significant 

changes are noted: 

• All who believe in Christ are children of God. 

• Believers are all one in Christ and human distinctions lose their significance. 

• Believers are Abraham’s seed and heirs with Christ to all God promised in His covenant with 

Abraham. 

If you belong to the Lord Jesus by grace, you are in the family. People do not become children of God 

by physical descent but by spiritual descent, by faith and not by ethnic participation in an exclusive 

covenant. Legal observance is irrelevant. Your status is determined by being in Christ.  

 

B. Old Testament illustrations of justification by faith (4:1-31) 

1. Legal heir as child compared to people under law (4:1-7)—Paul compares those under law 

to a minor child who is an heir to an estate prior to his full sonship when Roman child received the toga 

virilis, his formal acknowledgment as son and heir. The minor heir was kept in subservience and lacked 

freedom and decision-making authority even though by birthright he owned the entire estate. When the 

son attained his majority, he began to step into his role as the heir to the estate. Paul projects this 

situation into the spiritual realm. We were slaves under worldly principles until Christ came and 

redeemed (exagorase = buy or redeem) us from under the law, freeing us from a legalistic yoke and 

secured for us full rights as heirs.  

Paul’s aim here is to help the Galatians realize as Gentiles that their pilgrimage from paganism to 

Christian faith is matched, stride for stride, by the Jewish pilgrimage from a young child in bondage to 

the law as a guardian to faith in Christ. What is relevant now for both Jew and Gentile was the 
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atonement of the Lord Jesus made applicable by the Spirit. The law had served its purpose. 

2. Paul perplexed by the Galatians (4:8-20)—Paul now turns from an analytical argument to a 

personal appeal. From 2:15 to 4:11, Paul was on a step-by-step argument pointing out the folly of the 

Galatians heeding the direction of the legalists. Now comes the heart-to-heart moment. He reminds the 

Galatians of their initial acquaintance. The Galatians received Paul and his message eagerly. Paul wants 

to know what has gone wrong. Paul is perplexed! He is in labor again for them until the Lord Jesus was 

formed in them. 

 

a. Turning back to enslavement to the law (4:8-11)—The Galatians were observing the special 

days and seasons of the Mosaic calendar perhaps thinking that these observances garnered them extra 

credit with God (see Col. 2:16). Paul is alarmed by these developments. They were giving up on the 

power of the gospel for the weakness of the law. All of us must be aware of the legalistic spirit that 

caters to fleshly human effort instead of spiritual dependence, is deeply prideful rather than humble, 

and makes outward prominence the substitute for inward experience. 

The reference to special days, months, and seasons is a reference to keeping Jewish festivals. All of 

those festivals looked forward to God’s great act of redemption in the Lord Jesus. By keeping these 

festivals, even after the redemption, is to act as if they were not sure God had done what He said 

would. That is to call the gospel and God’s fidelity into question. Sometimes, it is easier to rule your 

life by the old line-up of options: by racial or tribal identity, by various convenient loyalties, by the 

dictates of money, sex, and power. It’s harder to follow God in Jesus and in the Spirit. 

b. Paul’s initial ministry and Galatian response recalled (4:12-16)—The apostle recalls the 

Galatians’ warm reception to his initial ministry, receiving him as an emissary from God even in his 

weakness. Some have used 4:15 as a prooftext that Paul’s thorn in the flesh (see 2 Cor. 12:7) was an 

eye disease, perhaps ophthalmia. Others have suggested malaria. While the initial reception was warm, 

there was a distinct change in the emotional environment. Coolness and suspicion had replaced love 

and trust. 

4:16—Moralists pointed out that flatterers were not concerned with their hearers’ good, but just told 

them what they wanted to hear. The one who told them the truth openly was the one who really loved 

them. Paul is identifying himself as the truth-speaker, who was telling them the truth in love. Those 

peddling the claims of the law were the flatterers.  

c. Jewish legalists’ deceit to win Galatians over (4:17-20)—The Judaizers had attempted to 

alienate the Galatians from Paul, to monopolize access to them, and thus to shut up the Galatians to 

their exclusive influence. Paul ministered to help them know Christ and glorify him. Now they were 

pandering religious types that were doing none of those things. Beware of religious leaders who claim 

your exclusive allegiance because they are the only ones who are right.  

Paul is asking them what happened to their relationship. He was their spiritual father.  

Aside—Parents never outgrow their children. When they’re little, they are a handful. When they are 

grown they are a heartful. 

3. Hagar and Sarah: Allegory of grace and law (4:21-31)  

4:21-23—Let’s provide some background. When Abraham (then Abram) was seventy-five, God called 

him to go to Canaan and promised him an abundant posterity (Gen. 12). His wife, Sarah was barren. 
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When Abraham was eighty-five, they still did not have children, and Sarah became impatient with the 

situation. She proposes that Abraham have children through Hagar, Sarah’s servant (Gen. 16:1-3). This 

was legal and even customary in the society of the day, but not at all what God had in mind. Within a 

year, Hagar is pregnant, and Sarah is jealous. Sarah mistreats Hagar and Hagar runs away. God 

intervenes and Hagar returns and give birth to Ishmael (16:4-16). When Abraham was ninety-nine, God 

again speaks to him, promising him a son (Gen. 17-18). A year later, Isaac is born (Gen. 21:1-7). The 

blended family has problems. When Abraham was one hundred two or one hundred three, at Isaac’s 

weaning, Ishmael mocks his step-brother. Sarah demands that Hagar and Ishmael must go, and 

Abraham reluctantly agrees (Gen. 21:9-14).     

Paul uses this reality to contrast law and grace, flesh and promise in the lives of Abraham’s two sons, 

Ismael and Isaac. Ishmeal was the son of Hagar, a slave woman, and was born in the ordinary way. 

Isaac was the son of Sarah, a free woman, and born in accordance with God’s promise in a most 

extraordinary way (see Rom. 4:18-21). According to ancient customs, the status of the mother affected 

the status of her son.  

4:24-27—Paul applies this Old Testament story figuratively to two covenants—the Abrahamic and the 

Mosaic. Thus— 

Old Covenant New Covenant 

Law Grace 

Hagar, the slave Sarah, the free woman 

Ishmael, conceived after the flesh Isaac, miraculously conceived 

Earthly Jerusalem, in bondage Heavenly Jerusalem, which is free 

 

The Mosaic Covenant issued from Mount Sinai, bound people as slaves. Paul allegorizes this to 

compare Hagar and Ishmeal to earthly Jerusalem and her brood of legalists. The Abrahamic Covenant 

is implicitly understood as a gracious system which, through the fulfillment of the Messianic promise, 

brings forth free children. Paul allegorizes this covenant to compare Sarah and her line to the Jerusalem 

above and to children of grace and promise. 

4:28-31—Paul continues the allegory to draw his application:  

• The birth of Isaac is compared to that of Christians. 

• The persecution of Isaac by Ishmeal (Gen. 21:8-10) is compared to the false teachers’ deceitful 

manipulation of the Galatian believers. 

• The action of Abraham in sending away Hagar and Ishmeal (Gen. 21:11-14) is compared by 

implication to the Galatians’ obligation to show the false teachers the door.    

Paul elaborates on the practical blessings. The Galatians, like Isaac, were children of the promise. 

Grace, pictured by Sarah, was the spiritual mother. The law, pictured by Hagar, was the source of 

bondage. How to solve this dilemma? Not by trying to change the law or our old nature, or by working 

an acceptable compromise. The solution was to cast them out. The legalists had credentials, high 

standards, effective in promoting and advertising themselves. They had rules for every facet of life 

which made things easy for their followers to know what was “spiritual” and what was not. However, 

the rules constituted an external cage. The people were being led into bandage and defeat, not liberty 

and victory and they did not seem to know the difference. 
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IV. Defense of Christian Liberty: Justification by Faith in Christ Does Not Lead to License 

(5:1-6:18)—Paul answers the charge that grace is dangerous. It replaces law with license. We should 

not teach about our liberty in Christ because it will result in religious anarchy. But it is legalism that is 

dangerous because it seeks to do the impossible by using the law to do what it was never designed to 

do. It seeks to change the old nature and make it obey the law. Paul develops his thought as follows: 

• We have been set free by Christ and are no longer under bondage to the law (5:1-12). Believers 

are called to be free in Christ from the fetters and pretense of the law-based righteousness. 

• We need the Holy Spirit to control our lives from within (5:13-26). Believers are called to be 

free in Christ also from the bondage of sin and license (5:13-15). We need to be alive in the 

Spirit (5:16-26) who leads us to mature responsibility and set apart living unto God. 

• Through the love the Spirit supplies, we can live for others and not ourselves (6:1-10); 

• A life of liberty is to be lived to the glory of the God who makes it all possible (6:11-18). 

A. Called to be free from law-based righteousness (5:1-12)—Paul warns against nullifying 

Christ (5:1) and falling away from grace (5:4). He is not speaking of losing salvation but of nullifying 

the grace of God so that Christ’s life within is of no tangible benefit to their living right now. This is 

true because their approach to being set apart to Christ in sanctification is in fact negating the cross of 

Christ (5:7-12). 

1. Stand firm against circumcision and law-based righteousness (5:1-6)—Anyone who insists 

that circumcision is necessary for salvation is adding works to faith and thereby negating Christ’s 

sacrifice. If law is to be observed for the sake of righteousness, then the entire law must be obeyed (see 

Jas. 2:10), which is impossible and subjects a person to bondage all over again. 

So legalism robs us of our liberty (5:1) but also of the riches that are in Christ (5:2-4). To live by grace 

is to depend on God’s abundant supply. To live by law is to depend on your own resources and ability 

to jump through all the hoops. It makes works necessary for salvation and seeks to establish some 

external standards of behavior as necessary marks of spirituality. And here lies the Achilles heel of law-

keeping—we can’t pull it off.  

2. Law-based righteousness hinders spiritual progress (5:7-9)—The cross marked the end of 

the law system and rendered circumcision and obedience to the Mosaic Covenant as the basis of 

righteousness as unnecessary as it was impossible. Paul would not stand for someone pooh-poohing 

this issue.  

Paul moves quickly through illustrations. First there is an athletic image of a runner cutting in on 

another runner (5:7), which the legalists had done to the Galatians, knocking them off stride and nearly 

out of the race altogether. Then he moves to a courtroom scene of a persuasively misleading argument 

(5:8), which the legalists had done to the Galatians, to a kitchen with yeast spreading through an entire 

lump of dough (5:9). In the Old Testament yeast is often used as a symbol of evil and evil permeates a 

situation. Legalism is like yeast in that way. It enters a situation attitudinally almost unnoticed, grows 

and spreads, and begins to adversely affect the entire operation. The yeast principle demonstrates the 

danger of sitting on your hands when falsehood and error are being taught. 

3. Anathema on preachers of law-based righteousness (5:10-12)—Paul’s opposition to the 

Judaizers is clear cut. He wished that they, who were so enthusiastic about circumcision, would go the 

whole way and castrate themselves (as did the pagan priests of the cult of Cybele in Asia Minor). The 

Jewish people abhorred eunuchs and castrated men (see Deut. 23:1). This word picture is a very 
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graphic one! Paul’s desire is that they would be spiritually impotent and unable to make additional 

converts. Paul is past being nice at this point. Sometimes we church people can be so friendly and nice 

that we fail to confront false teaching that can do lasting damage to the church of Jesus Christ and to 

individual Christians. 

B. Freedom to serve not to indulge the sinful nature (5:13-6:10)—Freedom from law does not 

mean license to sin. Legalism’s danger is to externalize righteousness and to foster a self-righteous 

meritocracy that makes a God a debtor to a self-satisfied “deserving” sinner. The idea of obedience that 

is never fully accomplished (see Lk. 7:17) is gone as is a sense of fellowship with God based on his 

grace. However, there is a danger in the other extreme—that of license. This too externalizes 

righteousness, making it a declarative show rather than an internal reality. The law is not set aside by 

lawlessness, but by grace. 

1. In general (5:13-15)—The Galatians are warned not to let their freedom in Christ become 

license and thereby give sin a base of operations. Indulgence in the sinful nature leads to slavery, not to 

freedom. We are to be free to obey the law of love (5:13). Paul cites the second part of the Great 

Commandment. It is the Spirit within that enables us to do this (Rom. 5:5; Gal. 5:6, 22). They were 

backbiting and devouring each other rather than obeying the law of love. 

2. Life in the Spirit (5:16-26)—Franklin Roosevelt concluded a speech to Congress by referring 

to what he described as the four basic freedoms inherent to Americans—freedom of speech, freedom of 

religion, freedom from want, and freedom from fear. One commentator adds a fifth freedom—freedom 

from sin and self. In this section, Paul describes the ministries of the Spirit that enable a believer to 

enjoy liberty in Christ. The Spirit enables us to fulfill the law of love (5:13-15). The Spirit enables us to 

overcome the flesh (5:16-21, 24). The Spirit enables us to live fruitful lives (5:22-23, 25-26). 

The law of love can only be obeyed in the power of the Spirit. This is where our true identity as those 

renewed in Christ lies, where our deepest motivation comes from, and where the power to rule our lives 

is really found. Our identity is that of true child of God by faith, indwelt by the Spirit, without needing 

the strict guardian of the Jewish law or its physical markings of circumcision. This ties into the power 

and motivation of the Spirit that freed them from the snares of paganism and the behavior that went 

with it. 

a. Conflict between the Spirit and the flesh (5:16-18)—Believers will never be free from evil 

desires stemming from our fallen nature. However, we need not surrender to them. The flesh (sarx) and 

the Spirit (pneuma) are in conflict (5:16-17). The conflict between flesh or the sinful nature and Spirit 

is a characteristic theme in the New Testament. Flesh (sarx) signifies the human being as fallen, whose 

desires even at best originate from sin and are stained by it. It means all the evil one is capable of apart 

from the intervention of God’s grace. Spirit (pneuma) here means the Spirit of God who takes up 

residence in Christians to enable us to understand spiritual things (1 Cor. 2:14), r3ceive the Lord Jesus 

as Savior and Lord, to call God “Father” (Rom. 8:15; Gal 4:6), and develop Christian character and 

personality. The Spirit is the presence of God in the believer and blocks, when allowed, the flesh’s evil 

cravings (5:18).  

b. Works of the flesh delineated (5:19-21)—Paul lists sins in four categories: 

• Sensual sins (5:19)—These include: 

• Sexual immorality (porneia), that is any immoral sexual activity or relationship.  

• Impurity can mean moral or ceremonial uncleanness, but is usually used of moral impurity. 
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• Debauchery conveys an open and shameless contempt for what is proper. 

• Religious sins (5:20) include idolatry, worshiping the creature rather than the Creator, and 

witchcraft, a tampering with or worship of evil powers. 

• Social sins (5:20) include hatred, discord, jealousy, rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions, 

and envy. 

• Sins associated with the use of alcohol (5:21), including drunkenness and orgies. Today’s 

category is substance abuse. 

c. Fruit of the Spirit delineated (5:22-26)—Believers do not produce fruit in their lives. The 

Spirit produces it in Christians living in vital union with the Lord (Jn. 15:1-8). Fruit is a singular term. 

The qualities enumerated constitute a unity. They should be found in a believer’s life in some measure. 

These qualities can be analyzed in a triad of threes: 

• Love, joy, and peace, those heart-mind attitudes that find their source in God. 

• Patience, kindness, and goodness, the other-oriented attitudes. 

• Faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control, conduct of a person led by the Spirit. 

5:22-23—Spirit infused Christian virtues are listed: 

• Love (agape) is the foundation of the other graces. 

• Joy (chara) is an inner radiance and contentment regardless of external circumstances which 

rests itself in God’s sovereign hands (see Jn. 15:11). It corresponds to happiness in the secular 

world, but without dependence on external circumstances.  

• Peace (eirene) is an inner repose and quietness (see Jn. 14:27; Phil. 4:7). 

• Patience (makrothumia) is the quality of forbearance when provoked (see 2 Cor. 6;6; Col. 1:11; 

3:12). It puts up with others, even when severely tried. It does not retaliate when wronged. 

• Kindness (chrestotes) is benevolence in action (see 2 Cor. 6:6; Col. 3:12). Christians show 

kindness by behaving toward others as God has behaved toward them. 

• Goodness (agathosune) is the uprightness of soul which reaches out to others for good even 

when undeserved. 

• Faithfulness (pistis) is the quality of trustworthiness and reliability (see Lk. 16:10-12). 

• Gentleness (prautes) is subdued strength. 

• Self-control (enkrateia) denotes self-mastery witnessed in curbing fleshly impulses. It is 

chastity in both mind and conduct. 

This process does not bypass our thinking and willing, but we cannot produce the nine qualities listed 

in 5:22-23 by our thinking and willing alone. By the Spirit, we are in the process of becoming and these 

qualities will be truly a part of who we become. Against these qualities, there is no law. If the Galatians 

and if we live in the way the Spirit directs, there will be no condemnation. We need to learn to line up 

in accordance with the Spirit, to stay in step with the Spirit. 

3. Life of service: Doing good to all (6:1-10)—The believer is free in the Spirit, from the fetters 

of the law and from the bondage of license. He or she is free to fulfill the law of Christ by the power of 

the Spirit. The liberty of love involves self-sacrificing service, Two important ministries are 

discussed—bearing one another’s burdens (6:1-5) and sharing our blessings with others (6:6-10). 

a. Service and attitudes within the family of faith (6:1-5) 

6:1—Paul deals with the hypothetical case of a brother caught (prolemphthe = to detect or overtake) in 

sin. Such a person is to be restored (katartizete) by other believers who are walking in the Spirit (5:16) 
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and are mature in faith. Katartizete is a medicinal term used for setting bones and for expressing a 

mending function, as in fishing nets. This restoring work is to be done gently (prautetos) and warily, 

realizing that no one is immune to sin’s clutches. 

Legalists don’t bear others’ burdens, they add to them. They are harder on others than they are on 

themselves. Christ commented on that reality in Matthew 23:4. The legalists are obsessed with 

addressing their spirituality by legalistic and fleshly means and have little patience with the faults and 

spiritual needs of others. Theirs is a bruising discipline. Legalists and Spirit-led believers have 

contrasting aims (restoring the brother versus condemning the brother) and contrasting attitudes 

(gentleness and meekness versus pride and condemnation). 

6:2-5—Christian service involves helping others with the burdens of life. Burden here may have 

reference to burdens of temptation and spiritual failure given the immediate context of this text. In 

bearing the burdens of others, we are to avoid the twin errors of pride (6:2-4) and neglect of our own 

responsibilities (6:5). As the Spirit enables us, we are to help others as we hoe our own row. 

There is an interesting word picture here. Burden (bare) in 6:2, signifies a crushingly heavy load. Load 

(phortion) in 6:5 is a word used to describe a pack carried by a marching soldier. We are to carry our 

own regular loads with an eye to helping our spiritual kin with their crushing burdens.   

b. Law of sowing and reaping: Do not grow weary in well-doing (6:6-10)—This section 

commands us to do good wherever and whenever we have opportunity. This includes financial support 

to worthy ministers (6:6) and an earnest desire and diligence to do good to others (6:9-10). We are to 

labor for the common good, but especially for the good of our fellow believers. 

Christians are to shoulder the financial support of the pastor-teachers in the church. This leads into a 

discussion of sowing to please the Spirit, rather than to please ourselves. Then he elaborates the 

principle behind the precept (6:7-8), the law of sowing and reaping. We should sow bountifully if we 

desire a good harvest. In addition, we should sow carefully, making sure that what we support are 

ministries of integrity.  The section closes with the exhortation to continue in well-doing with an eye to 

an eternal harvest. Do not become weary and give up (see Lk. 18:1).   

6:9-10—These are great verses to keep on keeping on. We are to do good as we have opportunity to all 

people, especially to those in the household of faith.    

C. Conclusion: Not circumcision, but a new creation (6:11-18)—Paul takes the pen from his 

amanuensis adds a summary in his own hand, containing a fresh warning against the leglists, a 

restatement of the essence of Christianity, a reference to his own sufferings for the cause of Christ, and 

a benediction. 

Paul concludes this letter with what is on his heart. It is not legalistic observance that God wants, but a 

new creation in Christ. The Judaizers were negating the cross of Christ (see 1 Cor. 1:18-25) by 

externalizing faith and mixing it with self-effort. Paul wanted nothing to do with this. The cross of 

Christ was what he boasted in, clung to, and lifted high. 

6:11—Some have read this verse (and 4:15) as suggesting that Paul suffered from some sort of eye 

disease. Whatever “large letters” portend here, the point is that Paul himself, rather than an amanuensis, 

wrote this section. 

6:12-13—Paul’s language here borders on the grotesque, just as in 5:12. The legalists “boasting in the 

Galatians’ flesh” suggests these Jewish culture-bound missionaries were sending foreskins back to their 
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legalistic brethren.   

6:16—All those who are in the Lord Jesus are the new Israel, the Israel of God by the Spirit. 

 

6:17—The marks of Jesus refer to the scars Paul boreas a result of the persecutions he endured for the 

sake of his Lord. These genuine and honorable body marks contrast strikingly with the ritualistic mark 

of circumcision the legalists wished to impose on the Galatians.   
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James: A Faith That Works 

 

Author and recipients—The author identifies himself as James (1:1).  There are four people named 

James mentioned in the New Testament, two of whom have been seriously suggested as the author of 

this book – James, the son of Zebedee and one of the Twelve, and James, the half-brother of the Lord. 

The Apostle James was probably martyred too early (44, see Acts 12) to have been the author. The 

book’s authority was not immediately accepted, largely due to questions about its authorship. The main 

objection to the authorship of James, the step-brother of the Lord Jesus is the polished Greek of the 

letter, allegedly beyond the competence of James. However, James probably had a better education than 

the critics grant, had time and the need to develop rhetorical skill, the reality that the Greek language 

and culture had indeed spread to include Palestine to a significant degree, and the widespread use of 

amanuenses to assist a writer's Greek usage are very adequate replies to the critical objection. The book 

was generally accepted by the time of Eusebius (265-340) and recognized as canonical at the Council 

of Carthage in 397.  

James was probably the oldest of Christ’s half-brothers, since he heads the list given in Matthew 13:55. 

He did not believe (Mk. 3:21; Jn. 7:5) until Christ’s post-Resurrection appearance to him (1 Cor. 15:7). 

He was the leader of the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) and became very prominent in the early Church 

(Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18; Gal. 1:9; 2:9; Jude 1). James was known as Jmaes the Just, admired for his 

piety, his advocacy for the rights of the poor and his denunciation of the oppression of the rich. 

Tradition tends to exaggerate James’ ascetic tendencies, presenting him to posterity as a Nazarite from 

his mother’s womb who interceded for God’s people so frequently that his knees grew hard like a 

camel’s. He was martyred around 62 when executed by the high priest Ananus II in between the 

procuratorships of Festus and Albinus. Ananus II was later demoted for his illegal act. 

“[T]he twelve tribes scattered among the nations” (1:1) probably refers to Jewish believers from the 

early Jerusalem church who fled Palestine for Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Syrian Antioch after the 

persecution arising from the stoning of Stephen (Acts 8:3; 11:19). 

Date and occasion—The letter was penned in Jerusalem, probably prior to the Jerusalem Council in 

49. Proponents of this early date point to the following: 

 • Jewish character of the letter; 

 • Simple church order reflected; 

 • No reference made to the Gentile controversy (James was a central character at the Jerusalem 

 Council in Acts 15); 

 • Greek term synagoge is used to designate the meeting places of the church, indicating its 

 continuing ties to Judaism. 

Not all agree. Some point to a date in the early 60s, just before James’ martyrdom. The reasons 

advanced for the later date include:  

 • he distinctive doctrines of Christianity are presupposed. This suggests an audience that had 

 been believers for some time; 

 • The presence of wealthy believers favors a later date. Christianity's initial appeal was to the 

 lower classes. 

Whether in the late 40s or early 60s, this period was soon to become a difficult one for Christians. The 

Emperor Claudius persecuted the Jews in the late 40s, eventually banning them from Rome in49. 
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Jewish Christians may have suffered in this period as well. In the early 60s, there wer sporadic periods 

of persecution, most notably Nero's persecution after the great fire of Rome in 64. 

 

Purpose and theme—James’ purpose is to instruct and exhort Jewish believers who are going through 

tough times. He is their pastor in absentia urging them to make the needed changes in their lives and to 

live true to the faith. The theme of the book is that real faith works. James emphasizes vital, practical 

Christianity. His emphasis on faith showing itself in good deeds caused Martin Luther to describe this 

book as “a right strawy epistle in comparison with them (the writings of Paul and John), for it has no 

gospel character to it.” 

Guiding Concepts 

Wisdom writing—James has been described as the “Proverbs of the New Testament”. Its style is 

reminiscent of Proverbs, full of pithy sayings strung together like beads on a string. This style is 

described by Greek writers as parenesis, a series of loosely related exhortations. Thoughts from 

Proverbs are also explicitly or implicitly behind many of James’ ideas: 

 James  2:5    Proverbs 2:6 

  1:19         29:20 

  3:18           11:30 

  4:6           3:34 

  4:13-16          27:1 

  5:20           10:12 

James is writing to a first century audience where oppression by the wealthy was growing in Palestine 

as well as throughout the Empire. In Palestine, there was the growing oppression to Roman rule that 

was to break out into open rebellion within a few years. James addresses the pride and oppression of 

the rich (1:9-11; 2:1-9; 4:13-17; 5:4-6) as well as those tempted to retaliate with violent acts (2:11; 4:2 

or words (1:19-20, 26; 3:1-12; 4:11-12; 5:9). He calls for heavenly wisdom (1:5; 3:14-18), faith (1:6-8; 

2:14-26), and patient endurance (1:9-11; 5:7-11). 

Many have also noted James’ similarity to the Sermon on the Mount. Compare  

 James  2:5     Lk. 6:20 

  3:10-12    Matt. 7:16-20  

  3:18               5:9 

  5:12               5:34-37 

Faith and works—James emphasizes vital, practical Christianity. He wants to “see the goods”. He 

brings this perspective to faith. Saving faith that works regeneration in the life of the believer must 

show up in what that person does. James wants to see faith validated by what Christians do. 

When James is placed next to Paul, at first, there seems to be a contradiction (compare James 2:24; Eph 

2:8, 9). But not really. James is saying that deeds complete faith; they are the outworking of genuine 

faith. He is railing against superficial faith that has no wholesome effect in a believer’s life. On the 

other hand, Paul is combating legalism, the belief that one may earn saving merit before God by one’s 

good deeds. Consequently, Paul insists that salvation is not by works but by faith alone. Note the 



25 

perspectives: 

 • Paul is emphasizing the root of righteousness; James the fruit of righteousness; 

 • Paul has Gen 15 in mind; James has Gen 22 in the forefront; 

 • For Paul, faith is fiducia; for James faith is assensus absent deeds;  

 • Paul is concerned with how one stands before a holy God; James is concerned with how one 

 walks around, representing that holy God. 

 

Marks of a mature Christian: 

• Patient in testing; 

• Practices the truth; 

• Power over the tongue; 

• Peacemaker, not troublemaker 

• Prayerful amid troubles  

 

Detailed Outline:  James: A Faith That Works 

I. Trials and Temptations: Faith Tested (1:1-18)  

 A. Salutation (1:1) 

 B. Trials' intended result (1:2-4) 

 C. Wisdom and single-mindedness (1:5-8) 

 D. Rich and poor: leveling of position (1:9-11) 

 E. Reward for perseverance under trial (1:12) 

 F. Source of temptation (1:13-15) 

 G. Source of blessing (1:16-18)   

II. Listening and Doing: Word Practiced (1:19-27) 

 A. Listening and humble acceptance of the Word (1:19-21) 

 B. Listening to and doing the Word (1:22-25) 

 C. True religion (1:26-27) 

III. Respecters of Persons: Favoritism Banned (2:1-13) 

 A. Favoring the rich in meetings (2:1-4) 

 B. God's choice and their favoritism contrasted (2:5-7) 

 C. Royal law contrasted with showing favoritism (2:8-11) 

 D. Judgment and mercy: Mercy received must be extended (2:12-13) 

IV. Faith and Works: Faith Without Works is Dead (2:14-26) 

  A. Faith to be evidenced by works (2:14-19) 

 B. Old Testament proof: Abraham and Rahab (2:20-25) 
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 C. Faith without works is dead (2:26) 

V. Taming the Tongue (3:1-12) 

 A. Warning to teachers (3:1) 

 B. Tongue as barometer of spirituality (3:2) 

 C. Tongue's capacity for corruption (3:3-6) 

 D. Impossibility of taming the tongue (3:7-8) 

 E. Tongue's inconsistencies (3:9-12) 

VI. Heavenly and Earthly Wisdom (3:13-18) 

 A. Wisdom that is known and shown (3:13) 

 B. Earthly wisdom characterized (3:14-16) 

 C. Heavenly wisdom characterized (3:17-18) 

VII. Submitting to God as a Remedy for Worldliness (4:1-17) 

 A. Causes of conflict and quarrels (4:1-3) 

 B. Friendship with the world is hatred toward God (4:4-6) 

 C. Submitting to God (4:7-10) 

 D. Backbiting and judging (4:11-12) 

 E. Presumptuous confidence rebuked (4:13-17) 

VIII. Retribution for Rich Oppressors (5:1-6) 

 A. Their misert prophesied (5:1) 

 B. Their misery justified (5:2-6) 

IX. Perseverance in Suffering (5:7-12) 

 A. Perseverance in view of the Lord's return (5:7-9) 

 B. Examples of perseverance: Prophets and Job (5:10-11) 

 C. Plain speech and perseverance (5:12) 

X. Prayer in all Situations (5:13-18) 

 A. Call for prayer (5:13-16) 

 B. Effectiveness of sincere prayer: Elijah (5:17-18) 

XII. Reclaiming Straying Saints (5:19-20) 
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James: A Faith That Works 

 

I. Trials and Temptations: Faith Tested (1:1-18)—James has been described as the Proverbs of 

the New Testament. His style is reminiscent of Proverbs, full of pithy sayings string together like beads 

on a string. At times that makes the thread of his thought challenging to follow. In this initial section, 

verses 5-11 appear between two segments focusing on trials or temptations (1:2-4, 12). Are they on a 

common thread or another?  

A.  Salutation (1:1)—James describes himself as a servant (doulos) of God. The description 

indicates a state of willing, indeed eager, spiritual bondage. The twelve tribes are Jewish Christians 

outside of Palestine. They were probably believers from the early church in Jerusalem who, after 

Stephen's death by stoning (Acts 8:11), were scattered as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Syrian Antioch 

(Acts 11:19).   

 

B. Trials' intended result (1:2-4)—Trials are intended to test and strengthen our faith. The word 

translated trials here (peirasmoi) can be translated temptations when the context suggests that. Thus,  

both outward difficulties (1:2-4) and inner temptations (1:15-18) are meant to test and strengthen our 

faith. We can rejoice when trials come because of the wholesome effects they produce in our lives. 

1:3-4—This is a rhetorical form known as concatenation where one point leads to another, yielding a 

list of several items. Perseverance (hupomone) speaks of tenacity and staying power. It is more than 

patience that passively endures. It is the quality that enables people to stand on their feet and face the 

storm. It is the steadfastness that provides the atmosphere for spiritual growth. 

  

C. Wisdom and single-mindedness (1:5-8)—Wisdom is understanding that lives skillfully. It 

avoids evil and lives rightly. James counsels coming to God forthrightly and often with your needs for 

he gives liberally without finding fault (haplos = without guile). 

1:6—Doubt (diakrinomenos) indicates a wavering between two opinions. Doubt sets up a disquiet in 

the soul which prevents one from leaning on the Lord. It usually suggests not so much a weakness of 

faith, but the lack of faith. James' illustrates doubt by the waves of the sea, noting that waves are the 

random products of other forces. The challenge of faith is the challenge of not being a wave. Is our 

faith the real deal or are we double-minded and like waves tossed about by this wind or that situation. 

1:8—The double-minded (dipsychos) person is described as unstable. Dipsychos is literally double-

souled. Indecisiveness as to heart orientation negates effectiveness in prayer. 

 

D. Rich and poor: leveling of position (1:9-11)—The high and low positions may refer to general 

standing in society or to the leveling that persecution brought to people, regardless of economic status. 

The backdrop of oppression becomes apparent quickly in this letter. Wisdom stressed that riches 

quickly fade, that God vindicates the oppressed and the poor in the end, and that he judges those who 

stockpile wealth and do not share with the poor. 

1:11—The scorching heat mentioned in 1:11 reflects the Middle East reality of a sirocco, a scorching 

windstorm, that brought sudden destruction to vegetation. James makes the simile to the wealthy 

individual and his or her life.   
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E. Reward for perseverance under trial (1:12)—Stood the test (dokimos) was used of the 

successful testing of precious metals and coins. The term is applied to the persevering believer. 

Scripture mentions a number of crowns for believers who persevere: 

• Paul is emphasizing the root of righteousness; James the fruit of righteousness. 

 • The crown of life (Jas. 1:12; Rev. 2:10) given to those who successfully endure trials. 

• The crown that will last forever (1 Cor. (:25) given to those who master, by God’s grace, the 

old nature.  

 • The crown of rejoicing (1 Thess. 2:19) given to those who win others. 

• The crown of righteousness (2 Tim. 4:8) given to those who long for and are motivated by his 

appearing.  

 • The crown of glory (1 Pt. 5:4) given to faithful elders. 

 

F. Source of temptation (1:13-15)—“Trials” and “temptations” translate the same Greek word, 

depending on the context. The term is peirasmos (used in 1:2, 12) but here refers not to outward trials 

but to inner temptations. While God does test people, he never tests us seeking for us to faith rather 

than persevere (1:13-15). While James would not deny that Satan does tempt us with an eye to failure, 

he assigns responsibility for sin to our desires run amuck. People choose to sin and dare not assign God 

responsibility for their failures amid testing. There is always the human tendency to excuse ourselves 

by blaming God. God tests us, but not with the evil intent to cause us to sin.  

The progression is from temptation to desire to sin to death: 

• Desire (1:14)—Evil desire (epithumia = lust) is pictured as first attracting out attention. This 

word implies that they are lusts, the gotta have kinds of urges. These desires can be our servants 

or our masters. 

• Deception (1:14)—Dragged away (exelkomenos) persuades us to approach what is forbidden 

and then lures us (deleazomenos) by means of bait to yield to the temptation. The bait not only 

attracts us but it disguises the yielding to the desire that will eventually produce sorrow and 

punishment. The bait keeps us from seeing the consequences of our sin. 

• Disobedience (1:15)—We move from emotions (desire) to the intellect (deception), to the will.  

Christian living is a matter of will not feeling.  

• Death (1:15)—Sin eventually yields death. It may take a while, but its result is inevitable. 

Whenever you face temptation, get your eyes off the bait and look to the consequence of sin.   

G. Source of blessing (1:16-18)—Nothing but good comes from God. He wills what is best for us 

and bestows what we need to fulfill his purpose. Of all of God’s gifts, the new birth is the greatest and 

most important. We are described as the first fruits of the new creation.   

II. Listening and Doing: Word Practiced (1:19-27)—An open ear, a controlled tongue, a calm 

spirit, and a clean heart are the prerequisites to a teachable spirit which humbly receives and acts on the 

truth. To listen and to engage in formal religious activity is not enough. Genuine faith is marked by 

love (doing good) for others and holiness before God. 

A. Listening and humble acceptance of the Word (1:19-21)—A non-stop talker cannot hear 

anyone else. An angry attitude does not contribute to an atmosphere in which right living and right 

attitudes flourish. We are to get rid of our old, bad habits and humbly accept the Word’s direction. 
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Some commentators understand these verses in the backdrop of growing militant Jewish resistance to 

the oppression of the authorities and contrasts wise biblical counsel with the spirit of revolution 

sweeping the land. Jewish resistance emphasized striking out at Rome and her aristocratic Jewish 

toadies while James associates righteousness with peaceable non-resistance.  

1:21—Moral filth (rutarian = refers to wax in one’s ear that deadens sound) and evil (perisseian 

kakias) speaks to any “hangover” of previous habits of the old nature. Get rid of them (apothemenoi), 

like taking off an old set of clothes.  

B. Listening to and doing the Word (1:22-25)—To listen without doing is to deceive 

(paralogizomenoi = to reckon wrongly or reason falsely) yourself. We are to take good hard looks at 

our lives and align them with the precepts of God’s Word. People must not only know but also obey the 

truth.  

1:22—Hearers (akroatai) refers to an academic auditor who listens and takes notes but has no 

assignments, responsibilities, and takes no tests.  

1:23-24—Look in verses 23 and 24 is a variant of katanoeo, which refers to the scrutiny of an object. 

Those who merely listen to the Word were like people looking at themselves in the mirror and 

immediately forgetting what they look like. Given that most people back then did not have mirrors, 

their memories of their appearance were easily erased. Likewise, the force and counsel of the Word can 

be erased in our living.  

1:25—The person who will be blessed is the one who looks intently (parakupto = peering into 

something carefully) into the sum total of God’s revealed truth and continues to make it his daily 

delight and practice.  Obeying the moral law does not enslave one to external practice but frees the one 

in Christ to be and become what they were created and intended to be. 

2 Corinthians 3:18 is a text that says what James is saying in this passage: “And we with unveiled faces 

all reflect the Lord’s glory, and being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which 

comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.” Paul was reflecting on Moses’ experience of glowing after 

being in the presence of Yahweh. When we look into the Word, we see the Son of God and we are 

metamorphosized by the Spirit to share in the glory of God. 

C. True religion (1:26-27)—Three areas are mentioned speech, practical help for the 

disadvantaged, and worldliness. The three speak to individual purity, God’s compassion tangibly 

reproduced and operating in his children, and a lifestyle not polluted by worldly attitudes and activities. 

Religion as the scrupulous attention to formal, ritualistic detail, unaccompanied by holy living is self-

deceiving. James is not reducing religion to a prissy purity of conduct supplemented by almsgiving. He 

is emphasizing that genuine religion is a life-changing dynamic resulting in expressions of love for 

others and a set apart lifestyle before God.   

 

III. Respecters of Persons: Favoritism Banned (2:1-13)— Favoritism is prohibited in this section. 

James stresses that favoritism should not be shown to the wealthy and socially elevated people of the 

culture. James rails against favoring the rich with solicitous attention while treating the poor scornfully. 

If there is a place where class distinctions should break down, it is worship. The world system is always 

assessing people, sizing them up, putting them down, establishing a pecking order to make those 

engaged in the comparison game feel superior. James wants the church to be a haven reflecting the 

generous, universal love of God. He presents three arguments against favoritism: social (2:5-7), moral 
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(2:8-11), and the reality of accountability in judgment (2:12-13).     

 

A. Favoring the rich in meetings (2:1-4)—James states the issue of favoritism forthrightly. The 

Greek construction here is used of forbidding a practice already in progress. Faith and partiality are 

incompatible. Favoritism exposes a divided allegiance (to serve God and mammon) and also reveals us 

to be judges with wrong motives. Yet, partiality has been the bane of believers through the centuries. 

The Jewish people of that day coveted recognition and honor. They vied with one another for the praise 

of the fellow Jews. The Lord Jesus did not play that game and in fact exposed it in parable (Lk. 14:7-

14) and in denunciation (Mt. 23). He wasn’t impressed with wealth and social status, but with the 

sincerity of heart. He himself was rejected and despised and his followers were a motley crew by the 

world’s estimation (Acts 4:13). 

2:1—Favoritism (prosotolempsiais) is a compound word that means “to receive by face”. One lifted the 

chin of a person to see who he or she was before deciding how to handle a situation. The glory of 

Christ was revealed in poverty and humiliation and thus a most suitable starting point for this 

discussion of favoring the rich at the expense of the poor. 

B. God's choice and their favoritism contrasted (2:5-7)—The poor often respond first to God’s 

mercy because they sense their spiritual bankruptcy (Mt. 5:3) and because God clearly receives the 

credit (1 Cor. 1:26-29). In short, it’s easier for the poor to get over themselves.   

The irony in their favoritism of the wealthy was that those people were likely to be their oppressors, 

perhaps even their persecutors. They were the ones dragging others into court. They were the ones 

getting unjust verdicts because they worked the system to their own advantage. Calvin comments: “It is 

odd to honor one’s executioners and injure one’s friends.” 

C. Royal law contrasted with showing favoritism (2:8-11)—The royal law is the law of loving 

your neighbor as yourself. It is the supreme law to which all other laws governing human relationships 

are subordinate. Favoritism is incompatible with the royal law. Christian love means that we are to treat 

others (to do good to them) as God has treated us. This type of love does not marginalize people. 

Indeed, it does more than that, it elevates people, it seeks to help them do better. 

2:10-11—People cannot pick and choose between God’s laws. To violate one command is to violate 

God’s will and contradict his character. James points out that the law must be obeyed in its totality or 

one is in violation of it. The law is like a sheet of glass. If it is broken, it's broken. To say that it is a 

little bit broken does no good. 

The commands prohibiting adultery and murder appear in Exodus 20:13-14 and Deuteronomy 5:17-18. 

Reasons provided by commentators for James’ inverse of these commands appear to be speculation.    

D. Judgment and mercy: Mercy received must be extended (2:12-13)—We are to live realizing 

that each of us will be judged at the judgment seat of Christ (2 Cor. 5:10). In addition to our 

accountability, those who have received mercy ought themselves to practice it. Shakespeare reflects 

this spirit in the Merchants of Venice: 

But mercy is above this sceptered sway; 

 It is enthroned in the hearts of kings; 

 It is an attribute of God Himself; 

 And earthly power doth then show like God’s 
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 When mercy seasons justice. Therefore 

 Though justice be Thy plea, consider this, 

 That in the course of justice none of us 

 Should see salvation: we do pray for mercy; 

 And that same prayer doth teach us all to render 

 The deeds of mercy.         

 

IV. Faith and Works: Faith Without Works is Dead (2:14-26)—This passage is often seen as 

conflicting with Paul’s discussions of justifying faith in Romans 3-5 and Galatians 3-4. James is saying 

that deeds complete faith; they are the outworking of genuine faith. He is railing against superficial 

faith that has no wholesome effect in a believer’s life. On the other hand, Paul is combating legalism, 

the belief that one may earn saving merit before God by one’s good deeds. Consequently, Paul insists 

that salvation is not by works but by faith alone. Note the perspectives: 

• Paul is emphasizing the root of righteousness, what happens at initial salvation in terms of 

justification, and the focus is on God’s work. James is emphasizing the fruit of righteousness, 

what happens after initial salvation, and the focus is on people’s activity. 

• Paul has Genesis 15 in mind where Abraham believed, and it was credited to him as 

righteousness (15:6). James has Genesis 22 in mind where Abraham obeyed God in going to 

Mt. Moriah with Isaac (22:15-18) thus validating his faith. 

• For Paul, faith is fiducia, it is personal saving faith in God that results in justification. “Works” 

are seen independent of faith and a means of self-justification. For James faith is assensus, the 

intellectual acceptance of certain truths about God that do not necessarily affect one’s conduct. 

“Works” are those deeds only done when faith is real.  

 • Paul is concerned with how one stands before a holy God; James is concerned with how one 

 lives, representing that holy God. 

James’ argument is that faith must be evidence by works (2:14-19). Living faith has in itself the power 

and desire to meet the pathos of human life with something of the infinite pity God shown humanity in 

the Lord Jesus Christ. He then provides Old Testament examples of genuine faith working in the cases 

of Abraham and Rahab (2:20-25). Then he punches home his conclusion that faith without deeds is 

dead (2:26). 

Both James and Paul would affirm the basic message of this text: genuine faith is a reality upon which 

one stakes one’s entire life, not merely passive assent to doctrine. Luther’s formula for this concern: We 

are saved by faith alone, but the faith that saves is never alone. 

A. Faith to be evidenced by works (2:14-19)—Genuine faith is demonstrated by how one lives. 

Our faith is on display in what we do and what we give ourselves to. Genuine faith is not indifferent, 

but involved (2:15-16). It is not independent, but in partnership (2:17). It is not invisible, but on display 

(2:18). It is not merely intellectual, but from whole person (2:19). 

2:15-16— James gives a simple illustration where believers see need without attempting to meet that 

need. One of the works James expects to see among believers is caring for the poor. To see need and 

not act tangible to meet it is not acting on biblical faith. A faith that never works out in practical ways, 

isn’t real. This illustration parallels 1 John 3:17. John calls for love in action; James for calls for faith to 

take action.  
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2:18—Who is the referent for “you” versus who is the referent for “I” may be debated. However, the 

point is clear: faith cannot be demonstrated or shown (deixon) apart from works. 

2:19—James cites the ancient Jewish mantra that God is one but then insists that this must translate 

into action. He notes the deficiency of merely intellectual faith—even the demons have that. 

This verse is often cited to show that what the Reformers called “assensus” (e.g. intellectual assent to 

gospel truth) is not saving faith. The Reformers spoke of faith in three tiers: 

• Notitia—This was the basic substance of true biblical faith. We need to come to God as he is 

and as we imagine him to be or wish him to be. Ours is a revealed knowledge, not a made up 

one. 

• Assensus—This is is the confidence that biblical true is indeed true. 

• Fiducia—This is faith in the sense of reliance. I stake my life on biblical truth, on the reality of 

the atonement of the Lord Jesus and the new life within prompted by the Spirit.    

Calvin comments: “Knowledge of God can no more connect a man with God than the sight of the sun 

can carry him to heaven.”  

Illustration:     A man was praying in seeming earnest at a church’s weekly prayer meeting. “Fill me, 

Lord. Fill me, Lord.” On and on he went, building to a crescendo. Finally, his wife interrupted him. 

“Don’t do it, Lord. He leaks.” 

B. Old Testament proof: Abraham and Rahab (2:20-25)— Dynamic faith is based on the Word 

of God, prompted by the Spirit of God, and takes on shoe leather. The mind understands the truth, the 

heart desires the truth, and the will acts on the truth. James illustrates faith in action by referring to 

Abraham (2:20-24) and Rehab (2:25).  

2:20-24—Genesis 15 and 22 provide the background for this illustration. Genesis 15:6 records 

Abraham’s faith that was counted to him as righteousness. “Counted” is a legal or accounting term that 

means to “put to one’s account”. Here, it speaks of justification, an act of God whereby he declares a 

believing sinner righteous based on Christ’s atonement. For Abraham it was the anticipation of Christ’s 

yet future work. Paul focuses on this experience. James focuses on Genesis 22, where Abraham 

believes and trusts God to do what he said. On Mt. Moriah, Abraham trusted God to the uttermost in 

doing what he thought God wanted him to do (offer up Isaac). Abraham was not saved by the addition 

of works to faith but by a faith that showed its true nature by works. 

2:21—Justified (edikaiothe) usually means “to declare righteous”. James is not speaking of the original 

imputation of righteousness to Abraham in Genesis 15, as Paul does in Romans 4:3 and Galatians 3:6, 

but of the proof of that righteousness and faith in Genesis 22, some thirty years later. What Abraham 

did in Genesis 22 was the outworking of the faith described in Genesis 15. 

2:22—Faith and action working together (sunergo). Faith was continually cooperating with Abraham’s 

deeds; it is an action producing faith. 

2:24—“Justified” here in effect means “shown to be righteous”. This does not contradict Pauline texts 

like Ephesians 2:8-9 or Titus 3:5. James is confronting superficial faith while Paul was confronting 

legalism. However, at the end of the analysis, both want to see faith in action. Translating belief into 

action is James’ concern in this passage as seeing faith working through love was Paul’s concern (Gal. 

5;6). Both would agree that good works are the product of genuine faith (see Eph. 2:10).  

 

2:25—Rehab is James’ next example. Her faith was demonstrated in hiding the Hebrew spies and by 
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sharing the good news of deliverance with her family (Josh. 6:25).   

C. Faith without works is dead (2:26)—James concludes this section by reiterating 2:17.  

 

V. Taming the Tongue (3:1-12)— James addresses the taming of the tongue. He begins by 

addressing the warning particularly to teachers (3:1), then notes how small thing can have such large 

effects, noting examples of the bit controlling a horse and a rudder a boat (3:3-6). He notes the toxic 

venom that can proceed from the tongue (3:7-8). This little instrument can praise God and curse those 

made in God’s image. The section closes with this incongruity (3:9-12). In short, the tongue has the 

power to control and direct (3:3-4), the power to destroy and tear down (3:5, 9-10), and the power to 

refresh and build up (3:9-10). 

The tongue was a particular problem for James’ readers. The tongue is often the last bit of a human 

being that learns the lesson of self-control. It is so easy to blurt out unedifying and harmful words. He’s 

telling them to clean up their speech.  

   

A. Warning to teachers (3:1)—Teachers were held in high regard in the Jewish tradition. They are 

warned of being held to a stricter standard. Teachers can become critical in their work and need to be 

reminded of their personal accountability. Calvin remarks on this text: “It is the innate disease of 

[humankind] to seek reputation by blaming others.”  

B. Tongue as barometer of spirituality (3:2)—A vile tongue betrays an inner reality that needs to 

be transformed. It telegraphs the condition of the heart.  

C. Tongue's capacity for corruption (3:3-6)—The tongue is compared to a bit controlling a horse 

and the rudder of a boat. It is then compared to fire. The point of comparison with a bit and the rudder 

is that the tongue, while a small item exerts a powerful influence. The potential destructiveness of the 

tongue is compared to fire. The origin of this tameless fire is hell itself. The thought is that the tongue 

represents the unrighteous world in our members. Its influence is not limited to the speaker, but affects 

all around him or her. It has tremendous power to do harm. Behind one’s teeth lies a lethal weapon. 

Illustration—It has been estimated that for every word in Hitler’s Mein Kampf, one hundred and 

twenty-five lives were lost in World War II. 

 

Shakespeare speaks to this power to do harm in Orthello: 

Good name in man and woman, dear my lord, 

Is the immediate jewel of their soul. 

He who steals my purse, steals trash. 

‘Tis something, nothing. Twas mine, ‘tis his, and will be slave to thousands. 

But he who filches from me my good name, 

Robs that which not enriching him, makes me poor, poor indeed.  

3:6—Set on fire by hell (gehenna). This is the Greek form of the Hebrew name for the valley of 

Hinnom (ge-hinnom), a spot south of Jerusalem where the rubbish of the city was deposited and 

burned. This was used figuratively of a place of eternal torment and suffering. 

D. Impossibility of taming the tongue (3:7-8)—While humankind has kept some sense of 

dominion over the creation even after the Fall, we have lost dominion over ourselves. That is attested to 
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by our inability to tame our tongues.  

3:8—The tongue is a restless evil (akatastaton). It is full of deadly poison. It is never sufficiently at rest 

to be brought under control by natural man.  

E. Tongue's inconsistencies (3:9-12)—James points out how inconsistently the tongue is used. We 

praise God and curse people made in his image. Calvin speaks to this situation: “He then who truly 

worships and honors God, will be afraid to speak slanderously of [people].” Indeed, it is not the verbal 

blessing of God but the cursing of people that is the true index of what lies within the speaker. James 

uses apt examples to point out the tongue’s inconsistencies. Do we draw fresh water and blackish water 

from the same spring? Can a fig tree produce olives, or a grapevine yield figs?  

VI. Heavenly and Earthly Wisdom (3:13-18)—James contrasts earthly (3:14-16) and heavenly 

wisdom (3:17-18).  

A. Wisdom that is known and shown (3:13)—Once again, James begins by addressing teachers. 

Wise (sophos) was a term used among the Jews for a teacher, scribe, or rabbi. Understanding 

(epistemon) refers to an expert, one with special knowledge or training. The outstanding characteristic 

of those with wisdom and knowledge should be humility. This is a temper of spirit in which we accept 

his dealings with us without dispute or resistance. It is the opposite of self-assertiveness or the clever 

promotion of one’s own interests.  

B. Earthly wisdom characterized (3:14-16)—The mere possession of knowledge is no guarantee 

of wise and truthful utterance. James elaborates on the characteristics of false wisdom: 

• Arrogance (3:14) in the persistent justification of one’s own sins. 

• Self-deceit, which is implicit in the type of arrogance spoken of in 3:14. 

• Earthly (3:15), in that it views life from the limited perspective of this world. 

 • Natural (3:15), in that its thinking is circumscribed by the unregenerate nature. 

• Demonic (3:15), not in the stark, raving made sense, but in the sense of having its origin and 

orchestration from evil. This is seen in disorder and occupation with worthless practices and 

activities. 

3:14—Selfish ambition (eritheian) speaks of a self-serving attitude bent on gaining advantage and 

prestige for oneself. Bitter envy (zelon pikron) is selfish, sinful zeal. It is all about getting ahead. 

3:16—Where selfish ambition and bitter envy exist, you find disorder (akatastasia) and evil practice. 

The scene is set in anarchy, turmoil, and in petty, worthless considerations. This emanates from self-

occupation and self-assertion.   

C. Heavenly wisdom characterized (3:17-18)—James describes heavenly or true wisdom: 

• Pure that is wholly free from defilement. 

 • Peace-loving and promoting concord. 

• Considerate (epeikes = gentle and kind).  

 • Submissive, in that it is easily persuaded or willing to yield one’s own rights. 

• Full of mercy, a deep sympathy for those in misfortune.  

 • Impartial (diakritos), that is not making discriminatory distinctions. 

• Sincere and without hypocrisy. The hypocrite in the Greek theater was one who wore multiple 
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masks. The sincere person has learned to live without masks.  

These kinds of virtues don’t just suddenly appear. They only appear when there has been a steady habit 

of prayer and self-discipline. Heavenly wisdom comes from above and comes through the Spirit in 

perseverance and discipline. 

There is a challenge for Christian people here to be able to tell the truth about the way the world really 

is and about the way unregenerate people are really behaving without becoming perpetual grumps. 

There is a vast amount of beauty, love, generosity, and goodness in the world, even in its fallen state. 

3:18—There can be no peace until the claims of justice are met. Heavenly wisdom attends these 

concerns.  

VII. Submitting to God as a Remedy for Worldliness (4:1-17)—James examined false, worldly 

wisdom in 3:14-16. In this text, he elaborates on worldly attitudes. Friendship with the world puts you 

at enmity with God. James is getting into his readers’ faces. They are backbiting and fighting just like 

people in the world around them. They were spiritual adulterers, married to God and yet having a long-

running affair with the world. He identifies sources of antagonism between people (4:1-3), reproves 

spiritual unfaithfulness (4:4-6), urges submission to God (4:7-10), and critiques fault-finding (4:11-12) 

and arrogant self-sufficiency (4:13-17).  

A. Causes of conflict and quarrels (4:1-3)—James speaks of fights and quarrels in their midst 

and queries about the source of these. Was it not because of their self-seeking attitudes turned sour? 

Was it not that they were lusting and fighting rather than praying? Was it not that when they prayed, 

they prayed to gratify themselves rather than to please God or help others? Were they not reducing the 

sovereign God to a celestial bellhop?   

4:1—Fights (polemai) and quarrels (machai) were normally terms used of national warfare and had 

become forceful expressions of any kind of open hostility. Why was this the case for these people? 

Because their pleasure (hedonon) was the overriding desire of their lives. Hedonon is the term from 

which we derive our word “hedonism”.  

4:2—You kill (phoneuete) is hyperbole for hatred and intense dislike, akin to the thought of texts like 

Matthew 5:21-22 and 1 John 3:15.  

4:3—Spend (dapanesete) on your pleasures is the same word used for the excesses of the Prodigal son 

(see Lk. 15:14).   

B. Friendship with the world is hatred toward God (4:4-6)—Spiritual infidelity was behind the 

conflict and quarrels noted in 4:1-3. Adulteress is a figure of speech for this infidelity (see Hos. 2:2-5; 

3:1-5; 9:1). Friendship with the world (kosmos) was preferred to fellowship with God. Kosmos refers to 

the world system controlled by the evil one rather than the created, physical world. The Lord longs for 

our devotion and will richly shower his grace on those who humbly come to him. The Lord sets a high 

standard for his people’s wholehearted love and devotion but gives grace greater than the rigorous 

demand he makes. 

4:5—This verse speaks of God’s jealous longing for his people’s love and devotion. It is not a direct 

Old Testament quote but combines the thought of texts like Exodus 20:5 and 34:14. Jealousy 

(phthonos) often denotes a malicious ill-will towards those more fortunate. However, it is not always 

used negatively, especially when used of the expectation of exclusivity in our relationship with God or 
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our spouses.   

4:6—This verse quotes Proverbs 3:34, which speaks of God opposing the proud but richly supplying 

grace to the humble.    

C. Submitting to God (4:7-10)— We see the flesh (4:1), the world (4:4), and the evil one (4:7) as 

orchestrating a resistance to the Lod God’s good direction. James urges us to humble submission to 

God and to draw near and be cleansed. James issues a series of commands calling for immediate 

response. It is a forceful way to demand action. Submission to God is characteristic of the humility that 

God desires in his people and cannot be separated from it. The imperatives James uses moves from 

resisting the devil and coming near to God, to purifying themselves, to repenting of worldly demeanors 

and actions, to a concluding reference to the humility he initially referenced (4:6). Note how humility 

bookends these imperatives (4:6, 10).  

James highlights major lacks in the world of his day—humility and faith. They needed to repent and 

clean up their act. To humble themselves and turn away from their double-mindedness (4:8; see 1:8). 

This is the stuff of sustained spiritual re-direction. This is not an I’m so sorry line, a quick nod to God 

and back to the real stuff—worldly business. That simply won’t do. They needed to resist the devil and 

his lures and submit to God and acquire their souls with patient endurance. 

 

4:8—Those who approach God most frequently live closest to him and find it easier to resist Satan. 

“Wash your hands” uses Jewish ceremonial backdrop to demand pure conduct. “Purify your hearts” 

insists on purity in thought and motive. 

4:9—This comes across like a killjoy text. However, it must be seen as a counterweight to their basic 

hedonism described in 4:1. The joy and laughter referred to here is worldly pleasure. It is the people’s 

burning lust for pleasure than occasions this powerful call to repentance.  

D. Backbiting and judging (4:11-12)—Here, James is illustrating the Christian’s danger of 

compromising with the world by emphasizing a sphere of conduct where he or she might be tempted—

that of worldly talk which runs other people down. He warns of judgment on those who slander and 

judge others. Backbiting and judging ought not characterize the people of God. 

4:11—Slander (katalaleite) conveys a sense of speaking about others behind their backs. Backbiting is 

a subtle form of self-exaltation and places the slanderer in the position of passing judgment. In passing 

judgment, the critic has usurped a position of authority reserved for God alone.  

E. Presumptuous confidence rebuked (4:13-17)—James pictures a conversation between self-

confident traveling traders as a warning to believers of the worldliness which causes its victims to 

neglect God and arrange their lives as though he did not exist and they alone were masters of their 

destiny. God had no place in their plans. Such presumptuous confidence for the future is denounced in 

Proverbs 27:1 and in the parable of the rich fool (Lk. 12:16-21). Indeed, they are ignorant of what the 

future holds and frailty and transience of their existence undercuts any presumption. Both life itself and 

what we are able to do with it depend on the divine will. To leave God out of our plans is an arrogant 

assertion of self-sufficiency, a tacit declaration of independence from God.  

4:16—Boasting (alazoneia) is an arrogant presumption concerning the future. The same word is used 

in 1 John 2:16, the boastful pride of life. 

4:17—Knowing what should be done, obligates a person to do it. It may be true that we more often 

leave undone the things we ought to do than to do the things we ought not to do. Our lives and faith 
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tend to grow passive in the way that James is relentlessly criticizing. This verse proscribing sins of 

omission has wide-ranging implications.    

VIII. Retribution for Rich Oppressors (5:1-6)— Throughout the rural areas of the Roman Empire, 

including much or rural Palestine and Galilee, rich landowners profited from the toil of people who 

worked their massive estates. James holds up the unrighteous rich as an example of divine retribution 

awaiting those who misuse wealth. He first declares the coming judgment on wealthy oppressors (5:1) 

then lists their crimes, including hoarded wealth (5:2-3), unpaid wages (5:4), luxury and self-

indulgence (5:5), and the murder of innocent people (5:6).  

The wealthy are taken to task for the way they acquired their wealth. They withheld wages (5:4) and 

they perverted justice (5:6a). They had the political power to get what they wanted, and they backed 

that up with the world’s version of the golden rule—he who has the gold, makes the rules. The rich are 

also taken to task for the way they used their wealth. They hoarded it (5:2-3), keeping it from others 

that were due (5:4), to live wastefully in luxurious self-indulgence (5:5). 

James speaks of what misappropriated and misused wealth does to people— 

• It erodes character (5:3); 

• It promotes injustice to sustain itself (5:4, 6); 

• It misses the opportunity to do what is right (5:3); 

• It will certainly be judged (5:1, 4, 5). 

Like the Lord Jesus, James is taking on the economic oppression built into the fabric of Judean society. 

The official rulers bore most of the blame and stole most of the coin, whether in the Temple practices or 

the agricultural labor practices of the day. They also set the tone of injustice that ran through the entire 

system. Individuals certainly made these practices worse, but there was systemic inequity all around.  

The difference between his denunciation of the rich and the violent speech he condemns elsewhere in 

the letter (1:19, 26; 3:1-12; 4:11) is that James appeals to God’s judgment rather than to human 

retribution and retaliation. Note that this type of denunciation by James concluded in costing him his 

life. In the interim between the Roman procurators Felix and Albinus, a Jewish high priest had James 

illegally executed for his denunciations of the Jewish wealthy class, including the high priest and his 

pals. 

A. Their misery prophesied (5:1)—Weep (klausate) and wail (ololyzontes) could be paraphrased 

shriek. This conveys misery exploding through the lips. The wealthy oppressors are receiving a serious 

wake-up call. There are eternal consequences for their injustice. 

B. Their misery justified (5:2-6)—James lists the offenses—hoarding (5:2-3), unpaid wages to 

the deserving poor (5:4), decadent luxury and self-indulgence (5:5), and the condemnation and murder 

of innocent people (5:6). 

5:2-3—The first crime charged is hoarding. Their wealth rots rather than relieving the misery of the 

poor. The corrosion of wealth is a witness to their greed and selfishness. The treasury of accumulated 

wealth becomes in effect the treasury of divine wrath from which God will draw in judgment.   

5:4—Their second crime is withholding wages (see Deut. 24:14-15; Mal. 3:5). The rich were of such a 

tyrannical disposition that they thought that the rest of humankind lived only for their benefit. “The 
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Lord Almighty: is a transliteration of “God Sabaoth”, referring to the Lord’s sovereign omnipotence. 

He will be the champion of the poor.   

5:5—Their third crime is luxury (etryphesate) and self-indulgence (espatalesate). Etryphesate refers to 

soft enervating luxury that demoralizes. Espatalesate  refers to extravagant, wasteful living. The rich 

were fattening themselves for judgment. This is one of sharpest warnings about careless luxury in the 

Bible. 

5:6—The fourth crime was murder. Their decadent and oppressive ways did not even respect life itself, 

even when there was no offense and no defense was offered. They became fiends to sustain their 

unjustified position and wealth. 

N.T. Wright zeroes in on 5:6 and asserts that what other translations render “innocent men or people” 

should be “the Righteous One”, meaning the Lord Jesus. He thinks that these oppressors in this 

segment are the Jerusalem elite, who were the murderers of Messiah.  

 

IX. Perseverance in Suffering (5:7-12)—The oppression of the rich (5:1-6) is the backdrop of this 

call for patience (5:7-12). He urges his readers not to retaliate but to exercise long-suffering patience 

towards the rich who oppress them. He is calling for stout-hearted perseverance through trying 

circumstances. This exhortation is built around three illustrations: the farmer (5:7-9), the prophets 

(5:10), and Job (5:11).  

A. Perseverance in view of the Lord's return (5:7-9)—Patience is the self-restraint that enables 

the sufferer to refrain from hasty retaliation. It relates to long-suffering with people rather than things. 

The farmer’s patience was in waiting for the crop to mature. In Palestine, the early rains came in 

October and November soon after the grain crop was sown. The later rains came in April and May as 

the grain was maturing. The farmer’s patience through this process points to our waiting for the Lord to 

appear and make things right. Coming (parousia) was used to describe the official visit of a monarch to 

a city within his dominion. A Christian is to remember that the Lord is coming back when tempted to 

take his own vengeance. 

5:9—Grumble (stenazete) can be translated “sigh” or “groan”. It speaks of inner distress more than 

open complaint. Christians are not to grumble, groan, or complain against one another.   

B. Examples of perseverance: Prophets and Job (5:10-11)—The second and third examples of 

patient perseverance are the prophets and Job. The prophets experienced affliction and responded with 

long-suffering patience (makrothumia), the self-restraint that does not retaliate. However, in 5:11, the 

term is perseverance (hupomone), which is the long-suffering determination to face severe trials 

without giving in to infidelity. Job’s suffering and his response is the example cited. 

C. Plain speech and perseverance (5:12)—Swearing and irreverent oath-taking is common when 

we are under extreme stress, and we want to emphatically support what we are saying. James 

commands plain, truthful speech. This text has been used by people to ban the taking of any oath, even 

national loyalty oaths. I don’t think James is saying that there is no place for formal oaths (e.g. in a 

court of law, in swearing in ceremonies, etc.), but rather is denouncing levity in the use of God’s name. 

However, I think oaths in the church need rethinking. Requiring an oath or similar embellishments to 

our own forthright statements is like debasing the coinage. Our honest, plain statement are not enough, 

we need the extra embellishment that the world requires. Really? And exactly why is this? Does it 

highlight control needs and community suspicion that is unbecoming? 
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X. Prayer in all Situations (5:13-18)—James 5:13-16 constituted a call for prayer in every 

circumstance. Are you in trouble? Pray. Are you sick? Pray and call for the elders to anoint you for 

healing. Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other that you may be healed. James 5:17-18 

illustrates the effectiveness of sincere prayer by pointing to Elijah. 

James addresses this subject with great integrity. He was known as a man of prayer to the point of 

bearing the nickname “Camel knees”. He was the physical embodiment of Jim Eliot’s quote: “The saint 

who advances on his knees never retreats.”   

A. Call for prayer (5:13-16)—Are you in trouble? Are you happy? Are you sick? Do you feel the 

need to confess or to intercede for others? James thinks it’s time to pray. Indeed, it seems that he 

always thought that it was time to pray. We are to allow God to be our internal monitor through the 

vicissitudes of life. 

James’ terse, Proverbs-like style leaves some of these sayings with the difficulty of discerning their 

context. Does 3:14-15 deal with faith-healing or does it combine prayer with the best medicinal 

practices of the day? Does 5:16 authorize auricular confession of sins to a priest? En-mass public 

confessions? Confessions to a spiritual mentor? Does 5:16 imply that they were sick because they were 

sinning? 

5:13—Trouble (kakopathei) was a term sued in reference to the Old Testament prophets’ troubles and 

also of the early Christian evangelists (see 2 Tim. 2:9, 4:5). Prayer rather than introspective self-pity is 

in order. Happy (euthumei) speaks of exuberance for which prayer is a proper outlet. 

5:14-15—The oil’s application here has been interpreted sacerdotally, as a medium for miraculous 

faith-healing, and as symbolic for the best medical practices of the day. Roman Catholics see this text 

as pointing to Extreme Unction, more recently called Anointing for the sick, where a priest anoints a 

sick person with consecrated oil in the belief that such anointing is an effective medium for the 

forgiveness of sins where the sick person cannot avail themselves of the sacrament of Penance. Faith 

healers see this text as involving God for miraculous healing. Those tending to avoid either the 

sacerdotal view or the faith-healing view emphasize the oil’s medicinal value and assert that James is 

calling for prayer and the application of the best medicinal practices of the day. The last sentence of 

James 5:15 suggests the possibility of sickness as a disciplinary agent (see 1 Cor. 11:30).  

5:16—Is James advocating public confession as a typical practice? Is this confession to be with 

spiritual mentors? Or is the force of this that only brethren who are reconciled with one another can 

pray effectively for one another? 

This text has been cited by the Roman Catholic Church to justify the practice of auricular confession to 

a priest. Luther incisively relied: “A strange confessor! His name is ‘one another’.” 

B. Effectiveness of sincere prayer: Elijah (5:17-18)—James illustrates the effectiveness of 

prayer by citing Elijah. He was human like the rest of us (homoiopathes), inheriting the same nature, 

emotions, and weaknesses. That is on display in 1 Kings 17-18. The text does not explicitly say that 

Elijah prayed, but that can be inferred from 1 Kings 17:1 and 18:42. James mentions Elijah prayed and 

rain ceased for three and one-half years. That length of time is not recorded in 1 Kings 17. It reflects 

the later rabbinical tradition and the Lord’s own words (se Lk. 4:25). 

XII. Reclaiming Straying Saints (5:19-20)—The connection of this section with the previous one 

would seem to be in the privilege and duty of prayer in all circumstances. There is a time to reclaim 
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wayward brethren, but this must be done in gentleness and humility (see Gal. 6:1-2) and in dependence 

on the Holy Spirit. When dealing with another’s offense, watch your heart attitude. You are to be a 

restoring agent, not a prosecuting attorney. 

 

 


